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To my brother-in-law Ted, who gave me the line about cold pillows and who doesn’t like to be questioned about his questions. I swear, this note in my iPhone probably made much more sense eight months ago when we had the conversation that solidified Dylan’s conflict for me, but whatever. You now get a book dedicated to you because of it.


One

Dylan




“He is such a creepazoid, Dylan. Can’t you do something about it?” Kayla whined to me for the fortieth time that week. I blew out a puff of air and stared out into the chaos of a Saturday late afternoon crowd at a sports bar during baseball season. I could barely breathe the whole day, it had been so busy, let alone instruct the owner of the bar I managed that he wasn’t actually allowed to call female employees things like sweet cheeks and sugar and sexy girl.

“I wish I could, Kayla. I’ve said as much as I dare, okay? Just ... avoid him if you can. Come to me with anything you need, and then I’ll have to be the one to deal with him. And if Jim calls me sweet cheeks, it’ll get ugly.” The way she smiled up at me with relief, the adoring look glittering in her big brown eyes gave me the freaking hives.

Another one bites the dust. It wasn’t cockiness or anything, I swear. It was just a sad fact of life that eighty-nine percent of the single female employees I managed eventually fancied themselves in love with me. Sometimes the bartenders started a pool on how quickly one of the newbies would start throwing lingering glances my way, accidentally brushing past me when I was helping get their orders ready in the window. Honestly, when I noticed the new ones with engagement rings or heard that they had girlfriends, I was so freaking relieved.

“Thank you, Dylan,” she said, laying a hand on my forearm and biting her lip in a way that she probably thought looked coy, but just looked painful to me. “You are the best.”

I gave her a polite smile and stepped back, lifting my chin toward one of her tables. “No problem. Looks like your six top needs a refill.”

While I stood with my back to the kitchen window, looking over the different tables and watching the servers in action, I didn’t hear Jim step up behind me. So when he clapped a hand over my shoulder, I actually jumped, like a little girl.

“Man, I’m going to make a lot of money today,” Jim said far too loudly to keep me comfortable, as a couple at the table closest to me looked over at us. I smiled at them and basically wanted to die inside.

“Looks like it. Rivalry games are good for business.”

“They are, they are.” He removed his hand from my shoulder and rubbed at his chin, staring over at where Kayla was chatting with her table. “You did great with that one, Dylan.”

I waved goodbye to one of the regulars and then glanced at Jim. “Yeah, she’s doing well. Customers like her.”

“And that ass.” He whistled. I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “Makes me pretty glad to be alive.”

“Jim,” I said on an exhale. “Somebody is gonna sue your ass if you say stuff like that. Especially out loud.”

With an unconcerned laugh, he elbowed me. “It’s not gonna be you, Steadman, I do know that.”

The same couple next to us looked at each other for a moment and went back to eating. Just standing next to Jim made me feel guilty by association, let alone being employed by him.

“Well, I may not sue you. But I have a little sister,” I gripped him on the shoulder like he had done to me, “and if I heard someone talk about her the way you just talked about Kayla, I’d rip his nutsack off. Boss or not. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to keep your customers happy.”

Without a second glance at him to tell me whether I’d just gotten myself fired, because I didn’t really even care at that moment, I approached the table with the middle-aged couple.

“You folks enjoying your meals so far?” The man smiled at me while I picked up some stray straw wrappers and a crumpled napkin off their table.

“Food is great,” he said, leaning back in his chair and patting his stomach.

“That’s what we like to hear. Can I get you two another beer? On the house.”

His wife’s brows raised in surprise. “Do you normally hand out free drinks to patrons who haven’t complained yet?”

I laughed, crossing my arms over my chest. “No. But we appreciate your business, and I’d also like to apologize for what you overheard. That’s not how things are typically done here.”

The crowd roared when someone on the game scored, and we waited for it to quiet down again. He stretched a hand out, and I clasped it. “What’s your name, son?”

“Dylan Steadman, sir. I’m the manager here.”

“How long have you been doing that?”

“About six years now. Started as a bartender, worked my way up.”

The way he eyed me reminded me of my father and that tough steel behind his eyes made me stand up a little straighter. Instead of returning the greeting, he smiled and winked at his wife and then stood up from his chair, pulled his wallet out, and handed me a business card. The thick pewter gray paper said William Harrison, Owner & Operator. The other side held a flat, embossed logo of a mountain range over the words The Continental Divide Bar & Grille.

“My wife and I are in Michigan visiting her sister,” he said by way of explanation. “But we live in Colorado, and I own a few bars myself.”

“Oh, uh, that’s great Mr. Harrison. Then your compliment means even more.”

He rocked back on his heels, completely unconcerned with the chaos of the full bar around us, just stared at me with a weird little smile on his face. “Ever thought about moving to the Rocky Mountain state, Dylan?”

“Uhhhhhh, wha-?” Not my most shining moment, I admit. But what? What the what? My jaw was down somewhere around my Adam’s apple. “Sir?”

“Call me Bill, please. Sir makes me feel old and crotchety.” I couldn’t even laugh at his joke; my brain had stalled somewhere around ‘moving’.

“Which he can be,” his wife interjected with a soft smile at her husband. It was the same type of smile that my mom gave my dad when she teased him. “Honey, sit down and let the poor man do his job.”

“No, it’s fine, Bill,” I said slowly. “And I’m flattered you’d ask. Though you’re probably just being nice, right?”

He finally sat back down in his seat and took a slow sip of the water in front of him. “I never extend pity job offers.”

“But you don’t even know me.”

Bill raised his eyebrows in concession. “Fair enough. But we’ve been sitting here for two hours. Your staff is always smiling when they talk to you, your kitchen is quick getting food out, and it’s tasty. All of the servers are kind and capable; that’s a credit to good management. And you came right over here when you knew we’d heard something we shouldn’t have. Didn’t gloss over it or try to twist into something it’s not. That’s the kind of man I want working for me.” I was stunned. He could sense it too, because he just smiled and pointed at the card. “I’m going to be opening a new location in the next couple months. If you’re up for a change, let me know.”

“Ah, I will. Thank you, sir, Bill. It was a pleasure to meet you both.”

The rest of my shift passed in a blur, partially because it was so damn busy, but also because I just couldn’t get over it. That stuff didn’t happen to me. I knew I did a good job; I didn’t need some ass-hat like Jim to pat me on the back to tell me so. I worked hard, the people who worked for me respected me, because hey, if I wasn’t nice to them, then how did eighty-nine percent of the single women fall in love with me?

But I wasn’t the guy who got job offers that included me moving halfway across the country because an employer was so blown away by me. Out of all my siblings, me being the second youngest of five, I wasn’t the one who stood out. I didn’t own a company like my twin brothers did, I wasn’t a lawyer like Tate, and Casey, well, she was just good at everything she did.

By the time I made it home, I didn’t turn on the TV or call anyone. I just sank into the couch with my bowl of cereal and stared at the dark room. Like a loser, which was fine. I worked way too many damn hours to care about whether people thought it was lame for me to sit at home on a Saturday night.

I set the empty bowl next to me on the couch and pulled my phone out of my back pocket. The screen was bright in the dark room, so I had to squint a little while I flipped through Facebook.

For the most part I hated social media, but I could see all the pictures of my nephews this way. I laughed when I watched a video that my sister-in-law Rachel had posted of her and Tate’s son, Asher. Tate was in their backyard, tossing Asher so high into the air that Rachel hissed at him to be careful. But Asher was belly-laughing every time my brother tossed him higher and higher, always catching him.

Most of my guy friends would probably call me a twinky for saying it, but sometimes all the pictures and the videos just made me sad. I loved those kids. They always made me smile and I never failed to spoil them rotten just so I could be the favorite uncle, but everyone else had that. Everyone. And it didn’t bother me because I wanted it, believe it or not, but because it just set me apart so much.

The friends from high school that still lived in west Michigan were all married with at least one kid. My sister Casey was the sibling I was closest to, but she was married to Jake and I expected her to be knocked up any day. Even without a munchkin slobbering over her, I didn’t talk to her nearly as much anymore. My family kicked ass, there was no doubt about it, but they all had busy lives that just kept getting busier.

And it wasn’t that I was terribly unhappy here, because that wasn’t it. With the exception of douchebag Jim, I really enjoyed my job, and I was good at it. My house was okay, but it was a rental, nothing that I felt tied to. Just stuck in it. Actually, that’s kind of how everything felt for me, when I narrowed it down. I felt stuck. Going to the same places every week, never branching out enough, never seeing or experiencing the things that I always thought I would have by the age of thirty-four.

Unless the perfect woman literally dropped into my lap, the way I was living now certainly wasn’t going to bring her to me. This week alone I’d worked seventy-four hours; not exactly an open schedule for experiencing new things. And there was no sign of that changing. The only way my life would change was if I made it happen.

I watched the video of Asher one more time, grinning when Rachel told my brother he had a death wish by pretending like he was going to drop their son.

Then I pulled Bill’s card out of my wallet and sent him a text.

Me: It’s Dylan. I think I’d like to hear more.


Two

Dylan




“Isaiah! Do not throw that back at him!” I leaned to the left, my dad leaned the right; both of us trying to see the Tigers game around my sister-in-law Jen who was mid-disciplinary action. Something with glue paste and an ear, but I couldn’t be sure. Jen pinned both of the boys with a rock-hard stare.

“Jen, do you think you could move this a foot to the left?” I asked, pushing my bottom lip out in pout, batting my eyelids.

“Only because you asked so nicely. Now put that lip back in before you hook it on something.” She smacked me on the side of the head and stalked after her kids. I wish I could say all of the insanity fazed me, but it really didn’t. I was one of five kids and I had six nephews under the age of ten. Nothing short of someone rubbing shit into my hair made me blink.

My dad slapped me on the leg. “Well done. You don’t have to work today? Your mom was so happy you could make it.”

We both groaned when something happened on the field, nothing out of the ordinary for the Tigers, and I nodded. “Yeah, I need to go in after dinner, but I switched some hours with Maggie. She wanted to be able to see her kid sing in church tonight.”

He started to ask me something else and peals of laughter came from the kitchen, drawing my dad’s attention. It was a relief to not be his sole focus, because I was only one week from giving my notice at work. I’d already told my landlord I was moving, but my family? Knew nothing. They had no idea that I’d dropped one truck-full of household items off at Goodwill, and had spent hours researching what would be entailed in a cross country move.

Even while we all moved from the various spots around my parents’ house to sit down at their long farm-style table, I couldn’t look at everyone’s faces and really understand the fact that in less than a month, I’d be thousands of miles away. My dad prayed before we ate, Rachel told a funny story about my brother, Casey snuggled into her husband’s side, the kids threw food at each other across the table, and I just sat there, unable to finish a single bite due to the fact that it turned to sawdust the moment it touched my tongue.

No one had noticed yet, amongst all the commotion and laughter and chatter, that I was one touching family moment away from a complete and utter breakdown. I might cry.

Oh no. No no no no. That couldn’t happen. If I didn’t come clean soon, I’d be sobbing into someone’s mashed potatoes.

“I have something I need to tell you guys,” I began.

“Jake and I have an announcement,” Casey said at the exact same time. Casey looked over at me, lifting an eyebrow. “You cannot be stealing my thunder right now.”

“I don’t know what thunder I’m stealing. You could have made a pre-announcement, then I would have known to keep my mouth shut. You know, like, ‘hey everyone! In a few minutes, nobody else better have anything to say because I’m going to need the floor.’”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine. You go.”

I lifted my hands up. “No way. And deal with your wrath when everyone cares more about my news?”

When a slow smile spread across her face, I knew. I fricken knew. Because her face was all glowey. And her eyes, the same blue-green that mine were, were all sparkling and shit. Yup. Little sister was gonna kill me when I said my thing after her thing. She took her husband Jake’s hand and smiled at him before turning to face everyone. Jake was damn near beaming, which should have tipped everyone off because the guy was not smiley.

“Jake and I,” she cleared her throat, “well, I’m pregnant.”

“I knew it!” Rachel yelled from across the table while everyone else erupted in cheers and applause. Well, the kids didn’t. They kept eating and chucking things at each other. I sipped my water, because the cheers just might die down in a second when it was my turn. But I winked at Casey when she looked over at me.

“You’ll be a great mom,” I told her just loud enough that only she could hear me through the thumping backs and cooing women.

Her eyes misted, but she grinned. “Duh. And my child will have the greatest wardrobe ever.”

“Lord help me,” Jake said as he sat back down and wrapped an arm around my sister.

“Oh my goodness,” my mom said on a sigh, her cheeks flushed and happy. “Oh, another grandchild, I can hardly stand it.”

I smiled at my plate, pushing the roast into the mashed potatoes while their voices bubbled with happiness. The baby of the family was having a baby. It would most likely be another boy, because that’s just what Steadmans did. My brain wasn’t focused on what was happening around me, because all I could think about was how much things would change, how much I might miss. But the stronger part was excitement, the desire to go, to see, to climb a fricken mountain on my lunch break if I wanted to.

“Dylan?”

I looked up and, surprisingly, everyone’s attention was focused on me. Even Asher, who was gumming Rachel’s necklace and staring at the broccoli that hung from my fork. “Yeah?”

“What did you want to tell us?” my mom asked.

“Oh,” I pushed my plate away and steepled my hands in front of me. “It, uh, may seem anticlimactic in light of the blessed news over there.” I cleared my throat and cracked my neck to the side, not meeting anyone’s eyes, but the weight of them was so heavy on me. “I’m moving.” Nothing. Silence. Finally, I looked up. “To Colorado. In a month.”

Casey burst into tears. Asher sneezed and got snot all over Rachel’s chest, and my mom and dad just stared at me with jaws hanging down.

“Well, shit,” my brother Caleb finally said.

“Daddy,” Caleb’s son Mason said around a mouthful of rolls, “you always tell Mommy not to say that around us.”

My sister-in-law smiled at her son, then looked to me with sad eyes. “It’s okay this one time, Mase. Why don’t you boys take your plates to the sink and go play downstairs. The grown-ups probably want to talk a little.”

[image: ]


It took about thirty minutes to get the children corralled downstairs, the kitchen to be picked up in the minimal accepted state for my mother to walk away, and for Rachel to get Asher settled in the crib that my parents kept in Tate’s old bedroom.

I sat on the couch, waiting for them all to sit there and stare at me, waiting for an explanation, feeling like a rock was pulling down my stomach. Nobody in our family had ever moved away.

Ever.

We all lived less than thirty minutes from each other, and even when Tate and the twins, Caleb and Michael had gone off to college, it was within driving distance.

My dad turned the TV off and sat opposite of me, pretending very hard like he didn’t want to ask me a million questions, but my mom had decreed that we wait until the kids were settled and out of the room.

A flippin’ family meeting all because I was taking a new job. Not that they’d need to give me permission–I was a grown man–but I knew they were curious. Casey and Jake wandered in from the backyard and she gave me a smile, an encouraging smile that I returned easily. Her eyes were dry, but her cheeks still looked a little splotchy from crying. Jake whispered something in her ear and she laughed up at him, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

My mom finally came in with Rachel, Jen and Melissa, my brothers all following right behind their wives. When they were settled, I felt like someone had dropped me onto a stage that I wasn’t expecting to be on.

“Okay,” my mom began, grabbing my dad’s hand with her own, “talk to me, son. We’re a little surprised here.”

“I know. And maybe I should have found a better way to tell you guys, but it’s all been a little sudden.” I smoothed my hands down my thighs, warming the denim of my jeans. “I got a job offer from a customer at work. He was here visiting family with his wife, but owns some upscale sports bars in the Denver area. I talked to him that night, and he offered me a job managing his newest location that hasn’t even opened yet. It’s better pay–much better than what I get now–and he’s got three full-time managers at each place so the schedule isn’t as insane.”

Nobody said anything right away, obviously deferring to Mom and Dad for the line of questioning. My dad cleared his throat. “And this is something you’ve wanted to do? To move?”

I shrugged, swallowing back some joke or sarcastic comment like I might normally give for an answer. “I don’t think I knew I wanted to until I talked to Bill again–that’s his name. But I’m thirty-four and single. I rarely go on vacation and I’ve lived in the same place my entire life. If I’m ever going to do something like this, experience a new thing, isn’t this the best and most logical time for me to do it?”

He nodded slightly, eyes warming. “Colorado is a wonderful place to visit, I suppose.”

“That it is,” I replied, sinking back into the chair with no small amount of relief. Casey sniffed from where she was tucked into Jake’s side so I threw a pillow at her.

“I’m sorry,” she wailed, tears falling down her face again. Rachel rolled her eyes from the other side of Casey, earning a hard elbow in her side from my sister. They’d been friends for like, twenty years or something so they were allowed to treat each other like that. “But you won’t be here when our baby is born! And I hardly see you as it is. If you go off and live in the mountains and grow a beard or something, my child won’t even know you!”

“Casey,” her husband said in a low voice, “it’ll be okay. I’m sure Dylan won’t be living off the grid or anything. It’s a good thing to experience the world.” He looked up at me, still rubbing my sister’s back. “I’m happy for you, man.”

“Thanks, Jake. I appreciate it.”

But like I expected, Casey couldn’t drop it. “It’s just so like you, Dylan. You never say a single word about possibly wanting to live somewhere else, and as soon as the idea pops in your head? Boom. Decision made, no one is even allowed to discuss it with you because you’re so freaking stubborn.”

“I didn’t talk to you about it beforehand because I don’t need your permission,” I replied gently. Normally I’d push back harder, it’s what Casey and I did, but she was knocked up now. It was like she’d just bought herself a ‘get out of jail free card’ for everything. “And I’ve given this a lot of thought over the last couple weeks. I’m not doing this on a whim. I’m sure it seems like it right now, but I promise, I’ve thought this through.”

I could see in her face that she was slightly mollified, because she nodded and let Caleb ask a question.

“So the pay is more,” Caleb said. “Is it enough to make up for the higher cost of living? The real estate market in Denver is crazy right now. They can’t build fast enough.”

Caleb and Michael co-owned a construction company, so it wasn’t a surprise that his first thoughts would go there. I leaned forward and braced my arms on my knees. “I know. But I’m not in a rush to buy just yet. And Garrett said I could stay with him until I figure out where I want to live.”

I wasn’t stupid, and throwing his name in there, reminding them that I had a friend in the area would definitely make them feel better.

Tate wanted to know about the job and what area of Denver that the bar was in. It wasn’t hard to see my mom was trying to keep her shit together; her smile was wobbly at best as I answered all their questions.

All of a sudden, Casey perked up, a huge grin spreading across her face. Pregnancy hormones honestly freaked me out a little bit.

“I changed my mind,” she said, bouncing in place a little.

“Why?” I asked, not even attempting to mask the suspicion in my voice.

She waggled her eyebrows. “Because I can almost guarantee that you’ll move there and meet some awesome Colorado chick and fall madly in love and get married and have babies.”

“Come on, Casey.” I raised my eyebrows. “I have no problem with a cold pillow next to me and you know it.”

My mom cleared her throat, suddenly not looking like she was going to cry anymore and my dad winked.

“Excellent, I love thinking about the possibility of you having someone to warm the pillow.” She rolled her eyes.

“I’m serious. It’s not that I don’t want all of that someday, what all of you have, but I’m not willing to be in any relationship just so I can have someone. And that’s what I mean, having a cold pillow next to me in bed isn’t a bad thing. I’m not moving to find someone. I’m moving because it feels like the right thing to do. Like it’s the best chance I’ll have to try out an adventure like this.”

She just held my stare with a stupid little smirk on her face, and I finally rolled my eyes.

“Fine. Yes, that’s why, Casey. There’s no woman for me in Michigan, certainly not that can compare to the soul mate that waits for me in Colorado. The job? Oh, that’s secondary to meeting the love of my life and falling madly in love with her the moment I meet her.”

“Geez,” she drawled. “No need to get dramatic. But I always love when people come around to my way of thinking.”

“We know,” everyone in the room said in unison.

When the laughter quieted down, my dad gave me a long look, and a sad enough one, that I had to blink a few times.

“We’re happy for you, son.” He wrapped an arm around my mom’s shoulders and she smiled at me, a bigger and stronger smile that made me breathe a bit easier. “Now, what can we do to help?”


Three

Dylan


One month later



It was official.

If I didn’t get out of my truck in the next thirty minutes, I’d set the damn thing on fire. The eighteen-ish hour drive from Grand Rapids, Michigan to Denver, Colorado ended up taking about twenty-two because my full-size pickup truck hauling the U-Haul trailer wasn’t exactly the speediest mode of transportation in the world.

And through the familiarity of Indiana to Illinois, to the gentle, hilly greenery of Iowa into the flat, brown endless stretches of Nebraska and finally, the also brown, endless stretches of eastern Colorado, I had one companion. The weirdly soothing voice from the GPS on my phone told me to hang a left and then make an immediate right into my destination.

“Thank you, oh dearest love of my life,” I told her. Seriously, I think she kept me sane during the drive considering I had no one to talk to. At one point in Nebraska, I kept singing to her with little to no gratitude from her at my attempts to entertain her.

While I waited for the light to turn green, I leaned forward to look through my windshield, smiling at the Rocky Mountains off in the distance, the jagged peaks that jutted into the sky west of the city. When my cell rang from the console, the movement to the side made a sore muscle twinge in my feeling-very-old back.

I’d barely opened my mouth to say hello before quickly yanking the phone away from my ear.

“Dude,” Garrett bellowed. “What the ever loving hell is taking you so long?”

I waited a moment before bringing it back to my face when he called my name again. “Oh sorry, just preserving my eardrums,” I said, finally able to move when the light changed. “I’m literally thirty seconds away, jackass. Just turned onto Alta Vista.”

He gave a whoop and I laughed, slowing when the entrance appeared on my left. A stacked rock sign, easily over six feet tall, guarded the entrance with scripted metal letters adorning the face of the rocks. The Ridge at Alta Vista. Garrett had lived in the same place, a neighborhood association made up of homes and condos and upscale apartments, since I last took a long weekend to visit him, a paltry five years earlier. I told him I’d be at his place shortly, and tossed the phone on the passenger seat before taking a left into the entrance when traffic finally cleared.

Leaning forward again to stretch out my back, the long, curved roads through the development actually gave me an unmanly bout of nerves. I didn’t live in Michigan anymore. Thinking about pulling into Garrett’s driveaway, my temporary landing station until I found a place of my own, it actually dawned on me that this would be it. The nerves stretched and grew wings, but not like, butterflies or anything. They were bigger, a helluva lot scarier, with spiked, iron edges.

Dragons! Yeah, I had dragons swimming through my gut. Because that felt more masculine to say, that I was suddenly so nervous about that fact that I’d uprooted my life, moved away from my entire family, and it all finally felt real.

The road curved around nicely landscaped condos similar to Garrett’s, some more like giant houses, but all with some sort of natural rock or wood along the front. The development had grown, by a lot actually, since the last time I’d visited.

When I took the second right onto his street, I pulled the truck in front of the driveway and sank back in my seat after throwing it in park. Even though I wanted nothing more than to run screaming from my truck, I shot a text to my mom before I got out, letting her know I’d made it safely. Just as I was tucking my phone into my back pocket, the driver’s side door was wrenched open.

“Welcome to Colorado, dickhead!” Garrett said with a huge smile, then tossed something at me.

The sun made it sparkle as it settled into every nook and cranny on me. And in my truck. “Glitter? Seriously?”

“Not just any glitter,” he said as I picked a piece from my eyebrow. “It’s Denver Broncos glitter. Welcome to the state of actually having a good football team.”

Sure enough, the one I held in my hand was a tiny blue, white and orange Bronco head. It would have been a lot easier if I could have been pissed at Garrett, but it was virtually impossible. So I did the next best thing and grabbed him in a giant bear hug, lifting him up off of his feet and guaranteeing that he got as much glitter on him as I probably had on me.

He shoved at me when I let him go, and the way we laughed set something within me at ease. I hadn’t seen him in five years, and we’d only gone to school together for another five in late middle school, early high school when his family had relocated from Colorado to Michigan for his father’s job.

“Took you long enough,” he said, swiping at the glitter that was still stuck on his forearm.

“As much as I love my truck, and I do, it’s not the fastest for cross country travels. I swear I had semis passing me for a couple hours in Nebraska.”

Garrett laughed as I walked around the front of my truck and stretched my arms above my head. The sun felt amazing, and the heat in the air surprised me for May, especially since you could still see some white on the tips of the mountains.

“Need me to grab anything?”

“Yeah,” I said, then whipped a duffel bag at him, grinning when it caught him on the side of the head.

“Dick.”

“That’s for the glitter, a-hole.” Snagging the strap for my laptop bag and my backpack, I followed him up the driveway, admiring the way the sidewalk up to his front door was neatly landscaped. “You plant flowers now?”

He sniggered and looked over his shoulder. “Anna.”

“Ahh, makes sense.” Anna was his sister, younger than us by a few years. “What’s she up to these days?”

“She’s an interior designer at a firm downtown, still married to the douche, which drives me up a wall, but what can you do?”

We cleared the heavy wood door that led into his condo, and I stopped dead. It looked like I’d walked into a model home done up for a magazine shoot. All granite countertops, dark leather furniture and mahogany wood tables, and pillows. A lot of pillows in large, sturdy chairs.

“Garrett?”

“Yeah?”

“Did you sleep with one of Anna’s coworkers or something?”

He set my bag down just next to the door of the guest room that would be mine until I could find my own place. “You making fun of my place?”

“Nooooo,” I drawled and hooked my laptop bag on onto the back of one of the chairs tucked into the dining table. The immaculately decorated dining room table. “I’m just … having throw pillow envy. Garrett, I gotta tell you, that’s a really masculine shade of blue.”

He flipped his middle finger up at me, something he used to do often in high school.

“Anna,” he sighed and walked past me to open the fridge. “She thinks I’ll find a wife if my place looks nice. Want a beer?”

Even though my mouth watered, I shook my head. “I shouldn’t. I’m gonna take a quick shower and go check out the bar. I’ll take something with caffeine though, if you’ve got it.”

He rolled his eyes, but handed me a can of Coke from the door of the fridge. “I can already tell that your work ethic is going to annoy the shit out of me.”

“Shut up and come help me unhook the U-Haul, then you can be annoyed to your heart’s content.”
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I didn’t know whether everyone had the feeling that I was currently experiencing. The feeling that when you visited somewhere new, everything felt nicer than where you came from but that was totally the case on my drive from Garrett’s to The Continental Divide. It just felt nicer than Michigan. The stores and neighborhoods, even the street signs looked foreign in a really exciting way.

The shower had revived me, along with the Coke and a piece of cold pizza, and I felt like I could maybe meet everyone at work and not feel the hangover of a solid day of travel covering me.

When I took a right into the parking lot, the building rose up on the crest of a small hill, all wood beams and field rock. The sharp peak of the front entrance held the metal sign proclaiming the name. It didn’t look like a brand new building, in a really good way; like it had been set there years before and everything grew around it.

At my request, Bill had left my key to the building with Garrett, since I wasn’t positive when I’d be in for the first time. Sure, I probably should have let him know that I would be stopping by, but I kinda wanted to see it without any notice. Using my key to open the heavy front door, I walked into the darkened waiting area and a slow, easy smile spread across my face. If I had to give it a name, I’d say he was going for Industrial Log Cabin as a look, and holy shit, did it work.

The large, curving host stand in the corner was hand-carved mahogany, with a wrought iron light fixture in the shape of a bell and three old-fashioned light bulbs visible through the spindles of metal. Along both walls were heavy benches stretching the length of the area. The floors looked like stained concrete, and they paved the way around the space to two large openings about ten feet apart, both framed with log beams.

Through the right opening, I could hear soft voices talking followed by the high pitched laughter of a woman. The left opening fed through to the family dining room, though that still had wood-framed television screens perched above both of the rock fireplaces that flanked each wall.

While I walked the length of the dining room, I ran my hand along the soft brown leather of the curved booths, each one easily fitting six people and I wanted to crow with freaking happiness. Everything. I loved everything that I touched my eyes on.

The voices in the sports bar grew louder, and I turned when someone walked into the dining area, a petite woman with messy blonde hair and giant brown eyes that widened at the sight of me.

“Umm, hi,” she said cautiously. “We’re actually not open yet.”

I braced my hands on the back of the chair in front of me and her eyes followed the movement. She reminded me of a doe, not sure whether she should bolt in the opposite direction or not.

“I know.”

She pulled up a few inches taller, still so much shorter than me, after I said that so calmly. “We certainly appreciate your interest, but we don’t officially open for another four days. Be sure to come back when we do.”

“I think I’d like to stay,” I said lightly, curious as to how she’d handle me if I really were just someone who wandered in. “It certainly looks like a nice place.”

“It is,” she said in a voice that was kind, but firm. “You’re welcome to check out the menu online or just come on back when we open next week.”

Our eyes held for a second, and when I started smiling, her brows dipped in confusion.

“Man, that’s too bad. I was really hoping to get some food today.”

“Bill?” she called out over her shoulder, keeping a steady eye on me. Inexplicably, and quite inconveniently, it sent lightning skittering down my spine. “You better come in here for a second. I’m about to karate chop this dude’s ass if he doesn’t leave.”

I barked out a laugh and she set her jaw, which made me laugh even harder. She was a solid foot shorter than me, and couldn’t weigh more than a buck fifteen.

Bill walked into the room and smiled at me. “Dylan! Good to see you.”

The girl clapped a hand over her mouth when Bill said my name, pinching her eyes shut. I took his outstretched hand and smiled back.

“This our bouncer?” I asked, jerking my chin at her. By now, she’d covered her face with both hands, peeking out from behind her fingers. Her shoulders shook a little and I could hear muffled laughter, which made me grin in return.

She lowered her hands and gave a pitiful wave in my direction when Bill laughed in response.

“Kat,” she said, cheeks pinking in a blush. “I’m just gonna go hide behind the bar now. Nice to meet you, boss.”

“So,” Bill started once we’d taken a seat, and spread open a folder with a bunch of papers in it. “I was working on staffing before you showed up and what we have left to do before we open on Saturday, which isn’t much. Kat is training the newest server we hired, but we’ll have to wait until we open to see if we’ll need another.”

“Kat? The girl?” I asked. “Is she even old enough to serve drinks?”

Bill coughed out a laugh and pointed a finger at me. “Careful, can’t ask that or we’ll slap you for age discrimination.”

I relaxed a little when he smiled. Because hey, you never know.

Bill shook his head. “You need to relax a little, Dylan. Kat’s in her early twenties. She was in our location down in the Springs for three years, and was going to move up here for a job after she finished school, so I asked if she’d help out with the opening and training some of the new staff.”

“Ahh, okay.” Great start. Insult what sounded like one of his favorite employees.

Bill nodded and we got to work, going over schedules for opening week, deciding what kind of specials we wanted to extend past those first few days, and a couple other things. After we’d finished that, Bill took me around the corner from the restrooms and we walked down a flight of stairs to where the storeroom and a small office was.

Cases of liquor lined the walls toward the office, which was for the three managers and Bill when he was there. The two other managers that I’d be working with would be in the next day. I excused myself to go get a glass of water, and made my way back upstairs, going through the kitchen instead.

It was quiet and immaculate, with long stretches of stainless steel. The guy who would manage the back was doing some inventory stopped to thump me on the back in greeting. We were making small talk about where I’d lived in Michigan when I heard Kat start laughing out in the bar, which I could see through the kitchen window.

I nodded my farewell and walked through the galley doors back into the bar area, taking in the massive space with no small sense of awe. The bar itself was almost an oval shape, dominating the center of the room, placed in a way that no matter where someone would take their seat, they’d have a perfect view of any one of the ten giant screens braced on all four walls. High top tables, large booths set in each corner, and square tables took up the rest of the space. The same metal light fixtures hung above the booths and the high tops, keeping the room looking warm and oddly intimate, despite its massive size.

Feeling the responsibility of my new job, I blew out a long breath. This job was definitely a bigger one than the one I’d left at the Bombay, seeing as the Bombay was roughly half the size of this place. Kat was talking to a young-looking guy in thick-framed black glasses, who weighed about as much as she did, and they were both polishing glasses and straightening liquor bottles.

She stopped and aimed a remote toward what must have been the sound system, and as soon as she waved it with a flourish, the speakers started pounding with Who Run the World (Girls).

Now, some guys might have been loathe to admit that they knew every word of that song. But not me. I had a younger sister and had worked at bars for the last ten years, so I knew my way around Beyoncé. What was new though was the jerky, uncoordinated dancing that Kat started doing to the beat, a tequila bottle in each hand.

Then she started spinning, whipping her head to the side and I caught a peek of some neon pink and blue chunks of hair underneath the blonde. The kid was looking at her with unabashed adoration and I had to swipe a hand over my mouth not to laugh. She started doing some interpretation of the running man, and her slightly off-key singing brought a chuckle from behind me.

Bill stared at Kat with something akin to fatherly affection and I just shook my head.

“Who run this motherfuc-” she yelled out when Bill cleared his throat. Loudly. Kat froze in place, the bottle of Patron hovering just in front of her face, like she was using it as a mic.

She turned in place to face us, her cheeks flushing bright red when she spotted me. The music cut off when the kid hit a button on the remote.

“Sorry, Bill,” she said in a meek voice.

“Just keep it down a bit next time, Kat.”

He went back toward the office and I made my way over to the bar, trying very hard to keep my face even. She gave me a small smile while placing the bottle in its place on one of the higher shelves.

“Can I get you anything, boss?”

“Just Dylan, please.”

The kid cleared his throat and sent me an awkward wave. “I’m Brian. I’m the bar-back.”

“Nice to meet you, Brian.” Kat was still busying herself with the bottles, which were immaculate, and she definitely wouldn’t look my direction. “So, you guys like working for Bill?”

Then she flicked a dark-eyed glance at me, but only for a second, before grabbing an empty glass and filling it with the gun. “Yeah, Bill is the best. He’s fair and doesn’t lose his temper. Flexible with the staff, and always asks our input on stuff before he makes changes.”

“That’s good to know,” I said after taking a sip from the glass she handed me. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

I held up the glass.

“Sure, no prob. Umm, I better go see if Bill needs help with anything.” She was almost clear of the bar when she made a quick pivot towards me. “Oh. Welcome to Colorado, boss. I hope you like it here.”

“Dylan,” I repeated, pointing at my chest. Even when she wasn’t smiling, her lips were wide and covered more area on her face than seemed natural. But when they curved up on the side, it lifted her cheeks. When she did that, I wanted to amend my earlier statement. Kat didn’t look like a doe. She looked like a fairy.

Then she was gone, Brian in her wake, and I shook my head again.

“Thanks,” I said to absolutely no one. “I think I will.”


Four

Dylan




“Holy shit, man,” Garrett said from the door to my room, where I lay on the bed with my laptop, “I was starting to think I’d imagined you moving here, but then I’d see the shit you leave everywhere and I knew it actually happened.”

I laughed, but he was right. We’d hardly seen each other in the last week and I did have a bad habit of leaving my stuff everywhere.

It probably should have scared me, how quickly the last eight days had gone by. But it was so supremely awesome that I couldn’t even be stressed out. The opening weekend of the bar was smooth and insane in how busy it was, like nothing I’d ever experienced. But Bill had good staff, and the other two managers were helpful and friendly, not that any of us had too much time to make small talk.

Since Bill had shoved me home at one point when I’d tried to stay longer, I’d only put in about sixty hours that first week. So for the first day since I’d gotten to Garrett’s, I’d been off. Completely and totally off, sleeping for about eleven hours the night before and finally catching up with my mom and Casey on the phone that morning while Garrett was at the office, doing whatever busy work his dad gave him at the financial firm he owned.

“I know,” I said, closing the browser of the house search I was doing. “But I’m off tomorrow too.”

“Good,” Garrett said and clapped his hands. “Then you can drink with the guys tonight.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, I invited them over to meet you, if that’s okay.”

After plugging my computer in and setting it on the nightstand, I stood and popped my back with a groan. “Who’s coming over?”

“Cole is already here, Tristan and Michael will be here soon. They live across the street.”

I followed him out into the living room, where a guy had his back to us and had a phone up to his ear. And he was tall. Like holy hell tall.

He hung up and turned with a smile on his face. I took his hand and tried not to gape.

“Cole, this is Dylan. Dylan, Cole.”

“Nice to meet you, man.” I peered up at him. “How tall are you exactly?”

Garrett choked on a laugh, and Cole gripped my hand tighter, staring down at me in a way that kinda made me want to piss myself.

“Maybe I hate being asked that more than anything.”

I swallowed, very much not wanting to feel like a dick for asking, but I pushed a smile on my face and tried to extricate my hand, but he just clamped down with his massive giant hands.

Then he burst out laughing and let go of my hand. “I’m just kidding. I’m six-seven.”

I shoved at Garrett’s shoulder when he doubled over in laughter. “Not funny, dude.”

Cole clapped me on the shoulder and walked into the kitchen. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Can I grab you a beer?”

“Yeah,” I said, flexing my hand. “Man. Six-seven. I’m six-two and don’t know that I’ve ever felt so short.”

“And you know what’s crazy?” Garrett asked, picking up his pint glass from the granite island behind him. “The amount of women that hit on him, despite his giant status.”

Cole sighed and handed me an India Pale Ale from a local brewery that we also had on tap at The Divide.

“No, I’m serious,” Garrett continued. “Short women, tall women, sisters, married women—”

“That happened once,” Cole interjected at the mention of married women.

“—including married women whose husbands are in the next room when they hit on him.”

I choked on my beer and Cole rolled his eyes. The front door opened and two guys who looked a whole helluva lot alike walked in—only one had longer hair—both with the same eyes and strong noses.

“Dylan, meet the brothers Whitfield, Tristan and Michael.”

Michael, the one with short hair, nodded and Tristan, with the man bun, reached out to shake my hand.

“Did we miss anything good?” Michael asked.

Garrett shook his head. “Came just in time. I was explaining Cole’s issues with women to Dylan.”

The brothers Whitfield just nodded and went about getting their beers, so this was clearly a normal occurrence. Cole had taken a seat at the table and covered his face with his hands, elbows braced on the mahogany.

“It’s okay,” I said to Garrett. “Maybe I don’t need to know.”

“Yes you do,” the brothers said in unison.

Okay then.

I took a seat next to Cole and he just shook his head, still not looking at any of us.

“Now, with what I just told you, you’d think that since he’s drowning in pu—”

“Don’t say it,” Tristan growled at Garrett.

Garrett held up his hands in concession. “Tristan hates it when I use the ‘p’ word. Fine. You’d think that since he was drowning in women, he’d have someone, right?”

“Uh…”

“But he’s doesn’t,” Garrett continued. “And I’d ask if you wanted to guess. But you won’t be able to.” Cole sighed again, finally lifting his head and giving Garrett a level look that was thoroughly ignored. “It’s because he’s in love with his ex-wife.”

I scratched the side of my face. “Okay.”

“The reason I tell you this,” Garrett continued like he didn’t sound like a crazy person, “is because we’re going to need to know where you fit in this little group that we have. Each one of us plays a role, you see.”

The long drink of beer I took was nowhere enough, even though I’d just about drained half the bottle. Michael and Tristan took the seats opposite of me, their actions so identical that I wondered if they were twins.

“I’m the happy bachelor. Don’t need a girlfriend, but I don’t sleep around either. Michael is the player.” After Garrett said it, I looked at Michael, who grinned unrepentantly. “I’ve just told you that Cole pines after the woman he can’t have. Tristan is the vault. We don’t know nothin’ about nothin’ with him, because he only speaks about four hundred words a day.” Tristan raised his brows in concession, taking a drink from his bottle. Garrett took the seat at the head of the table, finally gesturing to me. “Which just leaves you.”

“You are worse than a pack of girls, Garrett, I swear.”

“Are you gay?”

“No,” I said firmly. “I am very much straight. I just … don’t really have time for relationships.”

“The workaholic,” Michael said, nodding slowly. “I can see that.”

“Dude. I met you like eight seconds ago.”

He shrugged and smiled. “I live across the street. Your truck hasn’t exactly been here much in the last week.”

“I’ve barely put in sixty hours this week. That’s nothing.” I turned to Cole, who finally looked happy again. “I feel like I should apologize for not stopping this train once it got started.”

“Hey,” Cole said with raised hands, “I don’t care now that he’s done talking about me. He’s made all of us have this conversation at one point.”

“You are so strange,” I said to Garrett. “And I cannot wait to move out of here, honestly.”

“I can help with that,” Cole said, then pointed at himself. “Realtor.”

“Can we go look at something now? Immediate possession maybe?” I asked.

“So no serious relationships?” Garrett continued, undeterred.

My head fell back onto the chair behind me and I thunked it on the hard wood a few times.

“Might as well answer,” Cole said. “That way we can play cards.”

“Fine,” I said on a sigh. “I work too much to try and make something work, and it’s been a long time since I’ve met someone interesting enough to make me think it was worth attempting since most women can’t handle how much I invest into my job. And I have no problem being single. There. Happy?”

“Yup,” Garrett said, popping the ‘p’. “Now can we quit talking about women and play some fricken cards already? Geez.”
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The idea of two days off had been nice in theory, but by mid-day the next day, I found myself driving to work anyway. The roads felt familiar by now, not that I’d veered off the path from Garrett’s to work a whole lot, but I planned on changing that.

When I’d woke that morning before eight, I had all these grand plans to drive up to Red Rocks, maybe even go check out downtown Denver, see Union Station. But I didn’t really want to do those things by myself, not just yet. All the guys worked more typical schedules, with evenings and weekends off, with the exception of Cole, who had strange hours like me.

And as if my thoughts had conjured him, my phone rang from the passenger seat and flashed his name.

“Hey, man. What’s up?” I said once I’d wedged the phone between my shoulder and my face.

“We never talked about finding you a place again last night, but I had an idea I wanted to run past you.”

“Shoot.”

I heard some shuffling papers in the background and a few clicks on a keyboard. “If you didn’t think it sounded too incestuous with all of us living there, there’s actually a unit about to go on the market just two streets over from Garrett’s.”

“Well, I wouldn’t be opposed to that, but how did you even know what my budget was?”

He laughed a little. “Garrett told me.”

“What a dick. Of course he did.” I pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant and sighed. “Yeah, send me the link. It would be nice to actually unpack my stuff somewhere that’s mine.”

“Will do. Talk to you soon.”

I turned off the truck after I’d parked in the back of the lot. There weren’t too many cars there, which wasn’t surprising since it was late afternoon on a beautiful weekday. For a few minutes, I just sat in the quiet of my truck, enjoying the heavy heat of the sun coming through the windshield. Michigan in the spring was beautiful, no doubt about that, but for some reason, I couldn’t remember why. I couldn’t remember how anything was as beautiful as a place where the mountains looked down on you everywhere you went.

Before I locked the truck, I slipped my aviators on and crossed the parking lot. I was searching out the key for the back door when I heard a sound back by the dumpsters. I cocked my head to the side and listened, but didn’t hear it again over the traffic rushing past on the street.

But I heard it again after I’d stuck my key in the lock and turned, so I leaned to the side and looked at the two large metal dumpsters just to my right. They were walled off from the rest of the parking lot by a concrete wall, and when I walked in front of the first one, I heard it again. Just a tiny little whimper.

Crouching down on the balls of my feet after the first dumpster came up clear, I peered around between the wall and the second dumpster when I saw it, all long reddish fur and giant brown eyes.

“Well hey there, little guy,” I whispered and held my hand out to the puppy. All curled up the way he was, I couldn’t get a gauge on his size, but he wasn’t tiny. His snout neared my hand and he took a cautious sniff.

He looked up at me again, and I swear, I felt it in my gut, his eyes looked so sad. Very carefully, I reached my hand closer and scratched the underside of his jaw, which he leaned into. I smiled and shifted a little closer.

“Come here, little guy. Can I get a look at you?” I clicked my tongue a couple times and his long, fuzzy tail uncurled from around him, thumping a few times on the concrete beneath his body.

Making a couple shuffles, he pulled his back legs up first, stretching his butt up in the air with a groan. But it wasn’t until he stood fully and then took an awkward lurch forward that I noticed the missing front leg. Or part of it was missing, at least.

“Oh man, what happened to you, huh?”

His tail was wagging in earnest now, and I eased a hand under his belly, tucking him into my chest as I stood. Sure enough, he settled right into me, heaving out a sigh when I stroked a hand down his soft, albeit a little smelly, fur.

The back door swung open and Brian, the skinny bar-back, came out, stopping up short when he saw me. His eyebrows shot up his forehead over the rims of his glasses when he saw the dog.

“Whoa, where’d he come from?”

Tilting my head toward the dumpster, I shifted the dog in my arms. “Back there. Look, he’s missing part of one leg.”

Tsking his tongue, Brian scratched the puppy’s head. “Poor dude.”

“Yeah, umm, what should I do with him? Drop him off at a shelter or something?”

But Brian was shaking his head. He held up a finger and fished his cell out of his back pocket, thumbing across the screen and pulling it up to his ear.

“Umm, Kat? It’s umm, yeah. It’s Brian. Yeah, I know you’re not on tonight, but I’ve got someone who needs to come see you.”

“Kat?” I whispered and he nodded. Huh.

“Yeah,” he said to her. “Uh huh. Dylan found a puppy back by the dumpsters, and I think you can help. Can I send him your way?”

Brian nodded and whispered for my phone number, which I gave him. The puppy swiped a soft tongue against my forearm and I grimaced down at him.

“Suck up,” I whispered down at his head.

Brian hung up the phone and looked up at me. “She’ll text you the address.”

“Okay. So what exactly does she do?”

“She’s a vet tech and works at some specialty place for animals that are missing limbs, that’s about all I know. Look, I gotta grab something out of my car and get back in there. Good luck with your dog.”

“He’s not my dog.”

“Whatever you say, boss,” Brian called over his shoulder.

“It’s just Dylan,” I said to his retreating back, but he either didn’t hear me or was ignoring me.

I shifted the puppy again and walked back to my truck. After carefully lifting him over to passenger seat after I’d sat down, he immediately tried to crawl over the console and back into my lap.

“Ohhhh no way, dude. That is not happening.” Setting him back on the seat next to me, I scratched into the scruff of his neck, and he settled down quickly. His coloring was kinda like a Golden Retriever, but with shorter fur, with pointier ears and some whitish markings along his shoulder blades and around his eyes.

“You kinda look like a fox, dude.” He lifted his head off the seat and looked at me, panting a little now that we were in the warm interior of my car. My phone chimed from the console and I lifted it up to see a text from a phone number with an area code that I didn’t recognize.

Hi! It’s Kat. Brian said you have a new little friend to bring to me. I’m not busy right now and would love to check him out.

I couldn’t help but grin at the cat face emoticon that she used after her name. Very interesting girl, that one was. While Google Maps was loading, I cranked the truck on and blasted the AC so that little guy wouldn’t overheat. Then I rolled my eyes because it was only like seventy out, and the passenger side of the truck wasn’t getting direct sun.

The address loaded and I looked down at my companion.

“Well, I guess I’ve gotta go see a girl about a dog.”

He snuffed out a little bark at me, and we were off.


Five

Kat




“Don’t freak out, Kat,” I scolded my flushed reflection in the bathroom mirror. I’d already splashed water on my face, but my heart was still thump-thumping erratically behind my breast bone. “He’s just a man. Just one averagely good-looking man, there is nothing to freak out about.”

Yeah. Just averagely hot.

With averagely freakish blue-green eyes.

And averagely broad, muscular shoulders and chest that filled out a basic white shirt like it was custom made for him.

I sank my still-wet cheeks into my hands, then ran them through my hair. And this right here? Was the number one problem with being a twenty-four year old with an uncashed V-Card and the world’s most awkward personality around men. Which was absolutely why I was still a virgin.

All it took was one dimpled, white-toothed smile and I was a stammering mess. Pulling in a deep breath, I smoothed a hand down the front of my blue scrubs and let it out slowly. He was just a man. I could do this.

I pushed from the bathroom and sank into a chair in the waiting room of the clinic that I’d worked at for the last three months since I graduated with my Veterinary Technician degree and the extra year long certification I’d worked for in Animal Rehabilitation. Working at Rocky Mountain Animal Rehabilitation Center was quite literally my dream come true from the time I was nine, which was when I first knew that it even meant anything to have a dream that I could wish for and that was in my control.

Our receptionist, Glinda, watched me from over the rim of her cup of coffee from behind her desk, a knowing glint in her blue eyes.

“What?” I snapped, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear.

“Why are you so nervous, doll?”

I waved a hand. “I am so obviously not nervous. Because why would I be? It’s just a possible new patient and I happen to know the guy bringing the dog in because he’s my boss. So what?”

Then Dylan walked in, cradling a reddish puppy in his arms, and I could practically hear her bark of laughter at the sight of his muscles and blue eyes and dark hair and yup, the freaking dimple.

He was just a man. He was just a man.

“Hey,” I exclaimed a little too loudly and popped up from the chair, immediately zeroing in on the puppy, in all his fluffy, golden perfection. “Oh my goodness, look at your little face!”

“Puppy isn’t bad either,” Glinda muttered from behind me. I shot her a squinty-eyed look that hopefully passed for a glare. But Dylan didn’t hear her, shifting his arms so that I could look at the two front legs on the dog.

“Hey sweetheart,” I cooed to the pup, who lapped at my fingers with an excited tongue. Smoothing a careful hand down his right forearm, there was no wound or anything causing him immediate pain, just a bone that tapered down to a small stump a few inches before it should have formed a normal paw.

“So what happened to him?” Dylan asked, talking in a hushed tone that was entirely unnecessary in our office. I glanced up at him and had to work to swallow at the concerned look in his bright bluish-green eyes. They were so … so—

With a sharp cough, I cleared my throat and gestured to take the dog from his arms. Even though it was only a moment, Dylan hesitated, looking down at the dog. Oh my stars, could he get any hotter with not wanting to let go of the stray dog he found and was taking care of? Screw him. Seriously.

“You know what?” I said, smothering a smile and looking back toward the open area where we’d evaluate the dog, “Why don’t you just carry him? He looks pretty comfortable with you.”

“Yeah, sure. That’s fine.”

Glinda grinned down at her calendar while I turned and unlocked the half door that lead to our main work area used for therapy and the exam rooms that branched off of it. Grabbing my clipboard from the long desk that stretched along the wall between rooms, I stepped back and gestured for Dylan to go in the room in front of me.

There was a mat on the ground, but instead of lowering the puppy there, Dylan settled in one of the chairs next to it with the dog still in his arms. I tilted my head while the dog stretched and groaned, getting comfortable again in their new seat. The cuteness was probably going to kill me before the end of this appointment.

“Did you see him walk at all when you found him?” I asked, putting on my very best professional voice.

Absently, he stroked one of the dog’s ears, thinking back. “Yeah, a few steps towards me. But then I noticed the pretty major limp and picked him up.”

I scribbled that down and then pointed at the mat on the floor.

“Can you set him down for a minute? I want to see what we’re working with here.”

Like he was carrying a newborn baby instead of a probably twelve to thirteen-week old puppy, based on what I could see, Dylan carefully moved from the chair into a crouching position on the floor, depositing the dog on the black mat.

We both laughed when the dog immediately stretched his back legs out and flopped back down onto his belly. Stroking the silky fur on his side, I felt around the dog’s frame. A him, apparently. Everything else looked good, except that missing front paw.

“So, did another animal do that to him?” Dylan asked.

I gave him a quick look where he stayed crouched on the floor next to me, our shoulders almost brushing. Why were his shoulders so big?

I shook my head. “I doubt it, not by how completely this is healed around the bone. It’s probably a birth abnormality. And obviously it’s hard to say how he ended up back by those dumpsters, but he doesn’t seem to be malnourished, maybe just a little thinner than we’d like to see.”

When I scooted backward and made clicking noises with my tongue, the puppy perked up, his floppy ears lifting around his face. He stood and stretched again, then loped towards me. Even though I was watching the puppy’s jerky movements, I saw Dylan shift closer, like he might need to help. I held up a hand and shook my head, and Dylan sank back onto his haunches.

The pup sniffed around, keeping the deformed paw lifted up when he wasn’t in movement. But when he walked, his right shoulder dipped significantly to compensate for the missing paw.

“Okay,” I said, after taking a few more notes. “Come here, young man.”

“It’s a he?”

I lifted my head and nodded, scooping the puppy up and lifting one back leg to show the proof to Dylan, who laughed and wiped a hand across his mouth. His smiling, dimpled, completely ordinary, averagely appealing mouth.

While I took some measurements of the puppy, I could feel Dylan watching me, his gaze hot on the top of my head. Not hot hot, not like that—men didn’t give me that kind of look. But hot in the way it filled the room, like there wasn’t room for anything else, even the oxygen that I needed to breathe.

“He’s a strong little guy,” I said to break the silence, scratching down the puppy’s back, smiling when his rump arched up into my fingers.

“What’s going to happen to him?”

“What do you mean? With his leg?”

The dog loped over to Dylan, scratching at his knee with the paw-less leg. The sadness on Dylan’s face was so sudden that I moved forward, ready to … what? I couldn’t touch him. You know, him being my manager and all that.

“What’s wrong?” I finally asked.

After taking a second to scratch under the dog’s jaw, he looked up me. “I hope he finds a good home. He’s sweet.”

Obviously he didn’t expect me to burst out laughing, but his wide-eyed look made me laugh even harder, until I was wiping away tears of laughter.

“Oh, Dylan, this dog is yours,” I said when I’d caught my breath. “We’re not an adoption agency. We rehabilitate animals that deal with these kinds of issues. We don’t rehome them.”

“But I can’t,” he waved a hand at the puppy, who was sniffing along the seam of his jeans, “I can’t have a dog. I work a million hours a week.”

With a groan, I unfolded from the ground and stood, wiping my hands together. There was no way I could not smile at the picture they made, the floppy golden puppy wriggling around Dylan’s legs, and Dylan’s large hands unthinkingly pulling it closer onto his lap.

“See?” I pointed at what he was doing. “That, right there. I think you’ve officially been taken over, boss.”

Dylan’s eyelids fell closed, and I took just one tiny second to mourn the loss of those vivid irises trained at me. The flutter thing going on in my belly was weird. Weird, weird, weird. And even more fluttery was my heart when he picked the puppy up and held their faces together with a deep sigh that made his whole chest heave. The dog licked Dylan’s nose. And my ovaries exploded.

“I guess I have,” he said slowly. “What am I going to call you, oh great conqueror of the dog-less man?”

Oh, I had to turn and leave the room. Pressing up against the hard edge of the desk, I pressed a hand over my pounding heart.

“Kat?” Doctor Ramirez called from her office. With a deep breath, I went around the corner and gave her an update on our newest patient and his owner.
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“So,” Dylan said from the chair that he’d moved back into when Doctor Ramirez and I came back in the room so she could examine him, “you’re putting a fake leg on my dog?”

She laughed, turning the pup’s leg over in her hand. “I suppose that’s a simplified way to describe it, but yes. We’re going to want to see him regularly for a few more months, do some physical therapy to ease the tension in his neck and back from favoring that front right leg, and when he gets a little bit bigger—more his permanent size—we’ll cast his leg and send out for the prosthetic leg.” She moved her hands along the small stump to show Dylan where the leg would fit. “It’ll go right around here, he’ll wear it twenty-four-seven, and it’ll take all that pressure off of his spine and his neck. He’ll be as good as new.”

Dylan stared down at the dog, then flicked a glance up at me. I gave him an encouraging smile. He pulled in a deep breath. “Okay, yeah. That sounds good. Insane, but, you know, good.” He stood up and held a hand out to her, which she took. “Thank you, doctor.”

She winked at me when she turned to leave and I rolled my eyes.

“So, uhh, where do I go to get stuff for him? And what kind of food should he eat?”

Pausing where I was putting some stuff away in the cupboards, I looked up at him, looking so adorably clueless and uncomfortable.

“Have you … have you ever had a dog before?”

He shrugged one shoulder. “My parents had one when I was really little. And my sister and her husband have one now, but that’s the closest I’ve ever been to a pet owner.”

I blew out a breath and looked at my watch. “Okay then. We don’t have any more appointments tonight since Clyde’s massage got cancelled.”

“Clyde?”

I nodded absently, thinking through what Dylan might need. “The pit bull. He gets a massage every Thursday, but they couldn’t come tonight. So you’re in luck.”

Dylan looked down at where the dog was chewing the edge of his shoes. “Luck?”

“Yeah, because it looks like we need to do some shopping.”

He stared at me for a few long seconds, my words not registering at first. Then he started shaking his head, lifting his hands up like he was warding off an attack. “Oh shit, I can’t have a dog, Kat. I can’t.”

“Sure you can,” I soothed, patting his forearm like I’d done to the dog’s head. Then I snatched my hand back because the heat from Dylan’s skin made me get all quivery in places that did not need quivering. “I’ll help you get everything you need.”

“No, you don’t understand. I work like eighty hours a week,” he pointed a finger at me, “and isn’t that a horrible, sad life for a dog?”

“I’m pretty sure that Bill said his managers won’t be working much more than fifty.”

He scoffed, probably because he knew I was right. “Well, I don’t know how to potty train a dog. Or how much to feed it, and I definitely don’t know anything about training.”

The puppy started whining, pawing at Dylan’s leg and I coughed out a laugh. “You don’t potty train dogs, Dylan, that’s kids.”

Dylan sank into the chair underneath him, spearing his hands into all that dark, dark… umm, very average hair.

“Did you name him?” I asked quietly.

“Yes.” He sounded miserable.

With a smile, I crouched down again and the pup lumbered over to me, plopping down and immediately showing me his belly, which I gladly scratched.

“So what did he name you?” I said to the dog. “Fido? Boomer?”

Dylan lifted his head and scoffed. “No way, he needs an epic name.” I waited, looking back down at the blissed-out dog almost falling asleep next to me. Finally, Dylan sighed and reached a hand down to one of those floppy ears, rubbing the fur between his fingers. “Leonidas.”

“Come again?” I laughed.

“You know, the King of Sparta?”

“Umm, no?”

“Gerard Butler in 300?” In answer, I shrugged. Dylan exhaled heavily like I’d done him some personal injury. “Well, this guy kicked ass, right? And if this one dog can manage on his own, missing a leg, then he probably kicks ass too. Plus,” he smoothed a hand along the puppy’s haunches and the subtle white markings that were there. “He kinda looks like a lion. You know, Leo for a lion?”

Staring up at Dylan, I waited for him to meet my eyes again. When he finally did, I couldn’t stand it. He looked so embarrassed, and it was such a good look on his handsome, completely not average face that I wanted to kiss him.

So instead, I stood up and clapped my hands, whipping that thought away. Men like Dylan, they almost always saw me as one of two things: the quirky girl that never sparked their interest or the little sister type. Probably the lack of cleavage. And hips. And that my usual attempt at flirting consisted of choking on my spit. So yeah, I did what came easiest and smacked him in the shoulder.

“I like it,” I pronounced and he gave me a tiny smile that pinched my heart. “Now, let’s go shopping.”

He groaned, picked up his dog, and followed me.


Six

Kat




Dylan followed me from work in a giant white truck, an older model that fit with all his rugged manly mountain-ness, which was all totally average, as I drove from the clinic to the closest pet store. The PetSmart parking lot wasn’t too busy when we parked and made our way in, the sun setting off to the west and making everything dusky and purple and pretty. Dylan set Leonidas in a cart since we didn’t have a collar or leash, and the slippery floors of the store might have caused him issues.

“So,” he started when we walked down the food aisle and I picked up a twenty-pound bag of puppy chow and carefully tucked it next to Leonidas, who sniffed over the edges of the bag excitedly.

“Yeah?”

Dylan tossed a package of tennis balls into the cart. I gave him an amused smile considering Leonidas was months away from being able to chase them. He just shook his head, which made me smile even bigger. “How long have you worked at that place?”

“Just for a couple months,” I said, pointing for him to grab some puppy shampoo. “I finished school last spring, and this is my first real job. You know, the one that people actually take seriously.”

He laughed, but nodded. “Not that serving is a cake walk, but yeah, I know what you mean. I’ve been managing for years, and I still get that feeling when I tell people what I do.”

Holding a bright green collar up, Dylan squinted and shook his head, reaching down for a royal blue one instead. I snagged the matching leash from a lower rung and tossed it in.

“Were you a server before you managed?”

“Bartender, actually.”

“Now that I can see. You probably made a killing.” Instantly, I cringed, peering up at him to see if that came out as flirtatious as I so had not intended it to be. He just nudged me with his elbow, an easy grin on his face.

“I did all right, I suppose. But I caught a break when another manager quit; I got thrown in with no idea what I was doing, and it just stuck, I guess.”

“How long ago was that?”

“You digging for how old I am?” he teased, those damn blue eyes sparkling at me. Sparkling.

“Nope,” I said, and I meant it. If I knew that, I’d probably feel silly around him.

The look he gave me was long and considering, like he wasn’t entirely positive I was telling the truth. But something told me that the more I knew about him and the more he knew about me, I’d feel that much more out of my league.

“Fair enough,” he said. “So, is your family from around here?”

Nope, that was also not happening. I pivoted to the side, trying to keep the prickle over my skin from spreading like it did any time someone asked where I was from. “I grew up in Nebraska.”

“Ahh. That was quite the state to drive through. I almost fell asleep three times.”

“That sounds about right.” I shoved some puppy training pads at him and gave him the biggest smile I could manage. “Don’t forget about these.”

“Uhh, okay, yeah.”

Before he could ask about my background again, I took the cart handle from him, and pushed off from the linoleum floor hard with one foot, then stepped up onto the bottom rail of the cart, gliding down the aisle. When he caught up with me, he was grinning.

“Hey, careful with my dog.”

I smiled at his playful tone and stepped off the cart. We meandered through the store, grabbing a few more toys and some dog biscuits, the right brush for Leonidas’ type of fur and a soft, fluffy round bed. When we turned down the aisle for the crates, I looked up at Dylan, who looked down at me with a confused, wrinkled brow.

“Are you going to crate train him?”

“I don’t know, Kat. I don’t even know what that is.”

I laughed, pointing at a really nice one with a top opening. “It just gives him a safe place to be when you’re at work and protects your house from a bored puppy. Most dogs end up loving them.”

Dylan stopped. “Oh shit, oh damn it, he’s going to murder me.”

“Who?”

“My friend, Garrett,” he groaned. “I’m staying with him until I find my own place.”

“How laid back is Garrett?” The look Dylan gave me made me cringe. “Will he flip out?”

“Well, I guess that depends on how much Leonidas here enjoys the taste of throw pillows.”

I laughed, scratching Leonidas’s right ear. “He’ll learn, don’t worry. How about we go ring this stuff up, and then you can call Garrett on your way back home?”

Dylan stopped, and then started walking backwards while I pushed the cart toward the checkout area. “Oh, you’re coming with me.”

Red light. I stopped so quickly that Leonidas lurched against the bag of food. “I can’t come back to your house with you,” I practically shrieked. “You’re my boss.”

“I’m technically only one-quarter of your boss,” he said calmly, gesturing for me to keep walking, but I wasn’t budging.

“No. I’m wearing scrubs, and I’ve been massaging dogs all day and no. I can’t go to your house and meet your throw-pillow-obsessed roommate right now. No, no, no.”

Dylan sighed and looked down at Leonidas, who was slowly running out of room among all his new possessions. “Well, sir, I think she’s ditching you in your hour of need.”

“I am doing no such thing,” I whispered.

“Just when we need her to help get you settled and show me how to make you pee outside and make sure Uncle Garrett welcomes you into his home with open arms.” He reached into the cart and hefted Leonidas up and out, settling him into those stupid arms. I popped a hip out and tapped my foot impatiently on the floor. He ignored me. “I don’t even know how much food I’m supposed to give you. What if you’re hungry all the time?”

“Google it.”

He ignored me, walking down the aisle, whispering into the puppy’s ears. “And what if Garrett kicks you out in the cold, cold night because he’s not properly introduced to you? I may mess it up. What will we do then?”

“Oh for crying out loud,” I huffed, shoving past him with the cart and marching toward the cash registers. “I will give you thirty minutes, and that’s it.”

The smile that covered Dylan’s face wasn’t smug, which almost made me smile back. He just looked relieved. Damn it. Then he set Leonidas back in the cart and ruffled my hair. Yup. The little sister category, I was right back into it.

“Thanks, Sprite.”

My jaw popped open, fighting against the initial rush of awesome that he gave me a nickname. I wasn’t supposed to love that so much, was I? “No.” There. I could fake it.

“What?”

“Uh-uh, Dylan. That is not happening here.”

“But you’re so cute and little,” he said with all seriousness while he set items onto the conveyor belt. “Like a little fairy sprite.”

“I just knocked fifteen minutes from my offer.” Which I totally did not mean.

He clutched at his chest, groaning like he was in pain. “You wound me. I only give nicknames to the people I really like.”

“Well find another one,” I muttered.

We were both quiet while his stuff was rung up, but I could feel him glance at me every once in a while. My eyes stayed firmly on the dog. For those few minutes, I started worrying that I’d messed it up, this tentative little thing we had. I didn’t even dare think it—that f word that I’d struggled with my whole life. The friend one. Not the bad f word.

My interactions with my coworkers hovered closely enough to surface stuff that they never followed me once I’d punched out. Just walking through the empty aisles of a pet store with Dylan felt foreign.

Pathetic. The word crept up into my head before I could stop it. I was so pathetic, that I didn’t know how to do this, that I was so turned around hanging out with him that I didn’t know how to react properly to the things he said. It was bad enough that I couldn’t actually blame my awkwardness on that fact that he was a twelve on a one-to-ten scale. He could be four inches shorter than me and weigh three hundred pounds and I’d still have this unsettled feeling swimming through me if we hung out. But if he was trying, then so could I. I’d just have to find a way to leave the muscles and the dimples and the chiseled everything in my peripheral vision.

“I like sprite, I guess,” I said, flicking my eyes to his face. He didn’t respond right away, tucking his credit card back into his wallet. I’d never been given a nickname before. And even though ‘sprite’ probably meant he looked at me like a little kid, it still made happy bubbles flit through my stomach. The idea that he had a name just for me, just used by him, was giving me a case of the warm fuzzies like I’d never experienced.

“Good. I do too.” He gave the store worker a smile and then turned to me. “Ready to go?”

I set my shoulders. “Lead the way.”
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I didn’t know what I’d expected for his friend’s place, but the neighborhood was so beautifully manicured that all I could do was gawk. There were apartment buildings off in the distance, but all the winding roads that I followed Dylan through held beautiful condos in different styles, nothing cookie cutter, no mirror images anywhere I could see, unlike my apartment complex that now felt very shabby in comparison.

When Dylan pulled his truck into the first driveway after the second right turn, I eased next to the curb across the street and sat in my car for a few seconds, unexpectedly nervous. Little gnawing bites of anxiety crept up my skin and I could feel the rattle of my heart under my ribs.

Someone like Dylan probably couldn’t fathom what that felt like—the unease of an unfamiliar situation and unfamiliar people. I’d had it my whole life, the product of shuffling from one foster home to the other and never, ever knowing what to expect. Hunkering down and keeping quiet, keeping obedient meant I was ignored, and being ignored was the best possible outcome in a with a new foster family that didn’t particularly care if you were happy and settled.

Unbidden, that trait had tracked me into adulthood, when I started school and my job with Bill four years earlier. Things like this? Walking into a beautiful home with a beautiful man who was being kind to me was probably what other people felt like before they stepped out of a skydiving plane and prayed that the chute would open. That breathless moment when you’re not sure your body will do what you command it to, which for me meant stepping out of the car.

But I pulled in a breath through my nose, and let it out through my mouth, forcing my heart to slow its rapid tap dance. Dylan was waiting for me in the driveway with a patient smile on his face, though he couldn’t possibly know what was cycling through my head. Leonidas sniffed around at his feet, ambling through the trimmed grass to finally squat and pee on the lawn. Dylan hunkered down to praise him, and the proud look on his face made me grin.

When the door of my rusty Civic opened with a squawk of protest, Dylan looked up at me. “Did you see that? He peed in the grass! My dog is a genius.”

Leonidas’s tail was whipping side to side, and he bounced over toward me as soon as I cleared the street. The glow of the lights on the house made him look like a dark gold, and his wiggly body practically vibrated with happiness.

“What a good boy,” I crooned, patting the side of his belly. Dylan was just about to speak when the front door swung open. The guy who braced himself in the doorway was probably as tall as Dylan, but leaner and lighter in coloring. He wasn’t looking at me, but at the wriggling, furry body at my feet with narrowed, dark eyes, then back at Dylan.

“Dude.”

The accusation in his voice made me chuckle a little bit.

Dylan held up his hands. “Garrett, hear me out.”

“You got a dog? Are you out of your mind?”

“Trust me, I wasn’t expecting this either. But I’ll be out of here soon.” This earned him a glare. “Okay, at least I hope I am. But he’ll be fine, trust me.” Dylan gestured at me, and it was like Garrett finally registered that someone else was standing there. “Kat is going to help me get him all set up, and it’ll be great. You won’t even notice he’s around.”

Garrett snorted, then walked down the front steps and across the lawn to where we stood. He had a sharp featured face that might have seemed harsh, but his smile was quick and easy when he aimed it at me and I couldn’t help but smile back.

“Hi,” I said with an awkward wave. “I’m Kat. But yeah, I guess he already said that.”

His smile broadened and he held out a hand to me, which I clasped and let go of quickly, so I could cross my arms in front of me. “And where did Dylan pick you up, Kat?”

Before Dylan could say anything, I shrugged lightly. “Maybe I was behind the dumpster at work too.”

Garrett’s smile grew even wider, taking me in from head to toe. It didn’t make me all fluttery, but not uncomfortable either.

Tucking my hair behind my ear, a nervous tell that I knew I’d never be rid of, I looked over at Dylan, who was watching us carefully.

“Just kidding,” I said, when Garrett didn’t respond. “I work at The Continental Divide, but I’m a vet tech too, so I checked out Leonidas after Dylan found him.”

“A solid name.” Garrett tipped his chin at the dog. “I’m telling you, he chews up one thing, and I’ll kick your ass, dude.” The puppy hobbled over to Garrett, who finally noticed the leg. Instead of petting the dog, like I’d expected him, Garrett tipped his head back up to the sky and sighed. “Of course, he’s missing a leg. Now I can’t even get pissed at him if he does destroy something.”

Dylan and I smiled at each other, and all three of us grabbed a handful of bags from the bed of his truck to carry into the house, the excited yips of Leonidas following us inside the house.

After feeding a ravenous Leonidas from his new metal bowl in the laundry room, I took him outside and showed Dylan how to help him get used to the routine of waiting by the back slider that led into Garrett’s yard. Given that he had squatted to pee twice in the grass since we arrived, and hadn’t had a single accident inside, I had to guess that Leonidas had lived in a house, at least for a while.

Dylan opened the slider for me and we walked back into the family room. Garrett was sprawled out on the couch, watching us underneath creased brows. Leonidas sniffed around the edge of the area rug that covered the hardwood floor, making his way around the heavy coffee table until he reached Garrett, who held out his hand to be checked out.

“Okay, fine. He’s pretty cute.”

“He’s handsome. And rugged,” Dylan corrected, taking a seat in the chair next to him. I tugged on the hem of my shirt, not sure if I should sit too. No, I should leave. They’d probably think I was weird if I stayed.

“So Kat,” Garrett said, “where’re you from? What’s your story? How’d you get to this place in your life where you’re helping strange men adopt three-legged dogs?”

Definitely should leave. Pushing out a tiny smile so he didn’t see how viscerally uncomfortable the questions made me, I rolled my eyes. “Not that you’re being nosy or anything.”

“Come on, make yourself comfortable,” Garrett said, sitting up on the couch so there was room for me on the other end.

“No, I really should get home.”

“Boring.”

“Garrett,” Dylan sighed. “You could at least ease her into your obnoxious personality in small increments.”

“Also boring.” He winked at me, and I felt a blush hit my cheeks. It had been my curse my whole life, a shining beacon anytime I was embarrassed or angry or breathing. Dylan chucked a throw pillow at Garrett, who caught it easily and lobbed it back, hurling a horribly dirty name at Dylan while he did it. While they ragged on each other, I stood on the periphery, like I always did, watching the easy back and forth, the effortless way they interacted and suddenly felt tears clogging my throat.

Neither one of them noticed when I started blinking rapidly and turned toward the kitchen so I could get my purse. Leonidas followed after me, leaning up against my leg when I searched for my keys with shaking hands.

The warm press of his little body steadied me, but also made me feel a little silly. It was no wonder I couldn’t do this—make friends in any other way than the surface and superficial. I couldn’t even stand in the same room and not feel completely overwhelmed with envy at their ability to exist together comfortably.

“Hey,” Dylan said from behind me. “You’re heading out?”

Taking a second to make sure my face was composed, I nodded, then turned with a bright smile on my face. “Yeah, it’s been a long day.”

He tucked his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and gave me a sheepish look that made his forehead wrinkle up. His forehead wrinkled and I wanted to die at the sexiness. I needed away from this man like an hour ago. “Yeah, I guess that’s my fault.”

“No,” I rushed to say, “not in a bad way. I was glad to help.”

Garrett walked up next to me and dropped a heavy arm around my shoulders, squeezing me into his side. “Nice to meet you, Kit Kat.”

“That’s so unoriginal,” I said, pulling away from his embrace, completely terrified that one friendly hug would send me straight into uncontrollable waterworks. So I looked back at Dylan while I hooked my purse over my shoulder. “Remember, if he wakes you up in the middle of the night, he probably has to go. So take him out.”

He saluted. “Yes, ma’am.”

I leaned down to drop a kiss onto Leonidas’ head and then straightened, only to find them both trying to wipe smiles off their ridiculously good-looking faces.

Embarrassment probably should have been the feeling that swamped me, but surprisingly it wasn’t. I did something that made them both smile, and maybe it was sad that it warmed me as much as it did. Then I supposed I was sad.

I waved and turned to leave.

“Hang on,” Dylan said and I paused, looking over my shoulder. “You know, some of Garrett’s friends, well, my friends too I guess, are coming over on Friday night to have beer and play some cards. You should come. If you’re not busy, that is.”

My hands felt clammy at the invitation and I looked between the guys. Garrett’s eyebrows lifted briefly, but he didn’t say anything.

“You’re … you’re inviting me to your guys’ night?”

“If you want to come, then yeah. No pressure, just hangin’ out.”

A warm ball pressed against my chest, filling me with so much, so quickly that I almost looked down to see if it was a physical thing crawling into my skin. I’d probably have panic attacks the entire drive over, but they were just so kind, I couldn’t say no with them watching me the way they were. Blinking rapidly, praying I didn’t start crying, I nodded at him.

“Sounds good. What time?”

Dylan looked at Garrett, who just shrugged. “Any time after seven is fine.”

Gripping the strap of my purse with both hands so I didn’t fling myself at both of them for hugs, I smiled. “Okay. I’ll see you guys on Friday then.”

“See you Friday, Sprite.”
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Dylan

“What are you doing there, man?” Garrett asked from behind me. The sound of Kat’s rust bucket car faded as she pulled down the street, and I didn’t turn right away to answer. Probably because I had no idea what to say. The invite had been a total impulse, the look in her eye all night while she watched me and Garrett practically screaming at me that she was lonely.

“What do you mean?” I went with playing dumb, keeping a blank look on my face when I finally turned and walked back into the family room.

“You trying to get into her pants?”

“No,” I said with a firm look. “She’s like ten years younger than me. And she works for me.”

“Okay,” he conceded easily, plopping into the couch across from me. “Then you’re trying to adopt her or something. Because I have never known you to be friends with a chick.”

Scratching the base of Leonidas’ skull where he lay on the floor next to my chair, I thought back over the whole day. Maybe it was the novelty because, like Garrett said, I’d never had female friends. Not really. I had women that I spent time with because we worked together, they were dating or married to my friends or married my brothers, or they were Casey’s friends.

“I can’t peg her,” I admitted, sliding past the fact that I’d been trying to all day. “She’s sweet, you know? But there’s something … I don’t know, sad about her. Couldn’t you see it?”

“I don’t think I was looking as hard as you were.”

“It’s not like that, Garrett. Trust me, I’d admit it if it was.”

He leaned forward on the couch, clasping his hands between his knees and fixed me with a serious look. Garrett wasn’t serious often, so it was enough to make me pay attention, not brush him off like I so desperately wanted to.

“You see this tiny little thing with big, sad brown eyes and you want to try and fix whatever it is that’s making her look like that.”

“I’m not—” “

“Just hear me out.” He held up a hand. I nodded. “You came from that big ol’ family, where you got to be big brother to Casey, and the fun single uncle for all your nieces and nephews, which probably made you think you were flying under the radar with your family.”

I shifted in the chair, feeling uncomfortable at how accurately he’d nailed it.

“You’re probably going to get bored here, real quick, because you’re not working as much and you don’t have that role to fill to anyone here. But don’t try to fix Kat because you need a replacement project.”

“Okay, Oprah, I’m not trying to fix anyone. She was nice to me today, and I don’t know if she’s got any family around here. Just trying to be nice back. Quit reading shit into it.”

He didn’t look away for a second, probably gauging my honesty, and ugh, it made me twitchy. But I didn’t drop his gaze, finally raising my eyebrows so he’d look away.

“Fine,” he said. “And you’re right, she totally avoided my questions about where she’s from. Maybe she’s hiding from a jealous husband. Maybe she’s on the run from a murderer. Or she is the murderer.”

I sighed. “You are so exhausting.” My phone chimed from the coffee table, and I leaned forward to grab it.

Cole: Short notice, sorry, but I’m just getting back home. Want to meet around the corner to look at that place? Selling agent said it’s fine.

Me: YES. I need away from Garrett. I think he’s been binging on Desperate Housewives again.

Cole: Say no more. I’ll meet you there in five.

“I’m going to go meet Cole at a place he wants me to see.”

He nodded, then looked down at Leonidas, who was flipped onto his back and sound asleep, legs twitching out to the side. “Does this mean I have to babysit?”

“Have fun, Uncle Garrett.”

“I absolutely will not have fun.”

“Okay, well, good luck with that. I think I’m going to go buy a house.”

As I was walking out the door, Garrett yelled, “If he chews anything, I’ll kick your ass!”


Seven

Dylan




Friday night, while the guys were gathered around the TV watching a Rockies game, I heard a timid knock on the door. Leonidas heard it too, his fluffy little head poking around the chair. When he tried to scramble toward the door, his good front leg slipped on the hardwood floor and he crashed forward in a heap.

“Get your legs under you first, man. It’s a lot easier to walk that way,” I said as I scooped him up under my arm. He wiggled in my grasp, but I could feel his tail thumping against my side, so I figured it was just excitement. When I pulled the front door open, Kat stood framed under the circle of light from the fixture next to the door, her brown eyes wide in her face. Clutched against her chest was a giant—and I meant giant—white, plastic bowl. The top was wrapped in aluminum foil, which crinkled when she shifted her grip.

“I made potato salad,” she blurted out, blinking rapidly at me, but not walking through the door. “I’ve never made it before, and maybe you guys don’t even like it. Not everyone likes mustard, you know. Or potatoes. And we don’t even need to eat it. You know what? I can just leave it in my car.”

She turned to march back to her car, but I snagged her elbow and gently pulled her into the house. “Kat,” I said when she wouldn’t meet my eyes. “Thank you. I’m sure it’s delicious.”

“It’s probably not.” Her eyes were still firmly trained on the bowl while she set it on the kitchen counter. I swallowed a laugh. Her nerves were like a physical presence separating us from the rest of the group. But there was something so endearing about it, and about the way that she’d obviously dressed up to hang out with us. Her skirt was a blinding orange, cut short and fit tightly around her slim hips. Her tank top was zebra print, and matched the strappy black and white sandals that wrapped up her shins. She must have done her hair too, because the messy strands looked a bit more uniform, held back by a bright pink headband.

“You look very nice,” I said carefully, as I typically made it a habit to not compliment the appearance of women who worked for me. But I couldn’t help it. She looked like a fluorescent highlighter, bright and blindingly fun in the masculine space of Garrett’s house. Her face whipped up to me, a lop-sided smile of gratitude spreading over her face.

“I’ve never been to a guys’ night.” She shrugged, finally looking more at ease. “It was either this or my Broncos jersey and yoga pants. I decided to embrace my role as the lone feminine presence.”

Then she looked around the counter, saw the lack of any real food beyond what she’d brought along. Her face flushed and she blinked away from me again. So I shoved Leonidas at her, and the distraction worked. She cooed and cuddled him, laughing delightedly when he tried to climb up her shoulder to sniff at her headband.

Garrett ambled into the kitchen and ruffled Kat’s hair. “Hey, Sprite. How’s it hangin’?”

Kat narrowed her eyes, shifting Leonidas in her arms. “I’m not positive how to answer you. Don’t men ask that question in regards to their penis?”

I choked on the sip of beer I’d just swallowed and Garrett froze, staring down at her with a mixture of horror and amusement. “Yes we do, Kat. And the fact that you just said that out loud means you are welcome at guys’ night for the rest of your life.”

She beamed up at him, the wide smile taking over her face so completely that her eyes crinkled around the edges. While Garrett loaded up a plate of her potato salad, the rest of the guys wandered in. I introduced her to Tristan, Michael and Cole, who all gushed appropriately at the amount of food she’d brought. From where I was leaning up against the counter on the opposite side of the kitchen, I watched her cheeks pink up with pleasure and her body language relax as she chatted with them.

Her comfort was making me feel better, like I’d accomplished something. But I still didn’t think that made Garrett right, that I was trying to ‘fix’ Kat because I had more time on my hands. Even if he wasn’t right though, his voice still niggled at the back of my mind.

“So, Kat,” Michael said during a lull in conversation, “are you originally from Denver?”

She hadn’t answered all my questions the other night when we were at PetSmart, so I watched her face over the rim of my pint glass. And I saw it. The fidget in her hands, the shift of her shoulders, the way she averted her eyes for just a second.

“Nope.” Kat didn’t elaborate, just smiled prettily at him and took another serving of potato salad. Garrett and I made eye contact briefly and he lifted his eyebrows like, see? “Is the game back on yet?”

Cole answered her, and everyone made their way back into the family room. Garrett gestured for Kat to take the chair, the one that he normally sat in, and she instantly refused, plopping onto the floor where Leonidas could curl up next to her.

I didn’t join them immediately, just stood in place, tapping my fingers along the side of my glass. Kat wasn’t a project, and she wasn’t a mystery that I needed to solve. If she wanted to keep her background close to the vest, that was her prerogative. It didn’t necessarily mean she was lonely and it definitely didn’t mean that she needed me to swoop in to make her life better.

Her life was probably wonderful. I nodded my head and wandered in to join them, winking at her when she smiled up at me. In fact, over the next two hours, I managed to almost convince myself that Kat was the least lonely girl I’d ever met. The guys loved her, and she seemed to bask in their comradery. She was just private. Nothing wrong with that.

And up until she finally stood to leave, I almost believed that. Walking with her to the door, I gave her back the clean (and completely empty) bowl that she’d brought with her. When she took it in her hands, Kat stared down at it for a second.

“Do you,” she started, glancing up at me briefly before looking back down at the bowl, “do you think they just ate it to be nice? Because even I know I brought way too much.”

“No,” I said sincerely. “They ate it all because they’re gluttonous pigs.”

She laughed and the airy lightness of the sound made me smile. Something about Kat reminded me of a pixie that was just as likely to start flying around the room as smile at me again.

“So you don’t want to live with Garrett forever, huh?” she teased. “I heard you talking to Cole about the place you looked at.”

I held my right hand up to my temple and mimed shooting a gun. “Forever with Garrett? We’d kill each other.”

Kat smiled, looking over my shoulder at the guys. “It sounds like a nice place.”

I hooked a thumb behind me. “Layout is pretty similar to this. I don’t have the sunroom that he does, but the yard is bigger.” We both smiled down at Leonidas where he was leaning against my feet. “Which is good for him.”

We were quiet for a second while we both looked down at the puppy. My puppy, which was still something I needed to get used to.

“Thank you for inviting me, Dylan.” The serious tone in her voice made me pause. Then she pulled in a deep breath and walked right into me, wrapping her slender arms around my waist. “I know I shouldn’t hug you because you’re my boss and you could probably sue me for sexual harassment or something.”

I laughed and wrapped one arm around her back, giving her as much of a return hug as I dared. “I promise I won’t sue,” I replied into her hair, the honey-colored strands tickling against my skin. She smelled like cake, and I inhaled the sweet scent of her quietly.

Kat took another deep breath, and when she released it, I felt the shuddering exhale in her entire frame. Oh shit. Then she sniffed. No, please dear Lord, no. I couldn’t take it. My heart could not take it if she started crying in my arms because we ate all of her potato salad.

“I had so much fun tonight,” she whispered, tightening her arms for a brief second before stepping back.

“Kat—” But she wouldn’t look at me, just held up a hand and turned to the door.

“Thank you again for inviting me, Dylan. It’s the best night I’ve had in a long time.” Before she stepped off the porch, she looked back at me for a split-second. The wetness in her dark eyes hit me like a sucker punch to the gut, but she turned away before I could even react. “See you at work.”

And she was gone.

I should have been able to let it go. She was a grown woman and she didn’t need me stepping in and trying to wipe away whatever sadness I’d seen weighing her down. But over the next two weeks, every time I saw her, I found myself dissecting her behavior.

With customers, she was the perfect server. I’d never seen her greet a table with anything less than a giant smile, always meeting their eyes when they spoke to her. With her coworkers though, it was a different story. The distance that she always maintained between herself and the people who worked with us was almost visible to the eye. Her smiles weren’t quite as big, and her conversations not quite as long.

But she only worked one night a week, so it wasn’t like I could spend too much time trying to figure her out. Plus, since we’d opened, we had stayed busy as hell. A busy restaurant, when it was well-run, was one of my favorite places to be. The customers were happy and well-fed, the servers and bartenders were making great tips, which helped staff retention, and I really enjoyed my co-managers.

Kat was delivering a tray of brightly colored drinks to a booth full of women, making them all laugh with something she said. She’d probably make a killing on her tips from them. From where I stood near the alley by the kitchen, I watched Kat make her way through the tables. As she usually did when working, her hair was pulled back into a little stub of a ponytail and she had some glittery flower pinned along the side. When she turned her head, it caught the dim lights of the room, making the pink color look like a fiery red when it sparkled.

When she finally made her way through the tables and set her tray down at the server station, she waved a hand in front of her face.

“Hot in here tonight, isn’t it?”

“Sure is,” I agreed, watching with a smile while she popped an ice-cube in her mouth and crunched down on it. “How’s it going out there?”

“Good. Busy, but good.”

Her answer was fine. Nothing different than I’d expect from any of our servers, but after just a few nights of hanging out with her and two appointments with Leonidas, I wanted to hear an answer from her that wasn’t politely distant conversation.

I angled toward her, about to say something else when she beat me to the punch.

“Did you buy your new place yet?”

“Almost. I close tomorrow, actually. I think Garrett is ready to shove me out the front door.”

She smiled at me and started filling some glasses of water for a table that was being sat in her section. “Congrats, boss. That’s great.”

“Don’t call me boss, Kat.” I gave her a mock-annoyed look. “How many times do I have to tell you that?”

Without breaking her grin, Kat lifted the tray of ten water glasses up onto her shoulder with ease, considering how tiny she was. “I can’t help it.” Her eyes roamed my face for a second. “You’re so different at work. You don’t feel like Dylan. It’s like, I can’t be the idiot who brought five gallons of potato salad to your house when you stand here all aloof and impeccably dressed. I could sit and chat with Dylan. But not this guy.” She blinked away, a sheepish expression on her face like she’d said too much. “But anyway, I gotta drop off these waters.”

As she walked away, I shoved my hands into the front pockets of my dress pants, feeling a little stunned. It had never occurred to me that maybe the reason I was so fascinated by watching Kat at work was because she and I were the exact same in that way. But that reason was easier to stomach, easier to brush off at the end of the night when I laid in bed and thought about what piece of the Kat puzzle I’d figured out that day. It was much easier to swallow it, telling myself that I was only fascinated because of our similarities. I’d have much more to figure out if it was something else, if I couldn’t take my eyes off of her because everything about her, everything I was learning about her had me completely enamored.


Eight

Kat




Until two weeks ago, my apartment had never felt empty or lonely. Being alone … that was something I was definitely accustomed to. But being alone by choice was different than lonely. Lonely was sad and shlumpy, like sweatpants and a carton of ice cream and talking to your pet just to hear the sound of your own voice. I hadn’t done that since I was twelve when the foster home I’d lived in that year gave me two cats to converse with.

But the first time I’d felt the yawning emptiness was the night I got home from Garrett’s place. The sounds of the neighbors above and on either side of me only added sharp punctuation to the fact that no one waited for me.

And not that I ever really discussed my loner-extravaganza lifestyle with anyone, but if I did, they probably wouldn’t believe that it hadn’t truly bothered me until recently. The introvert in me relished coming home to my place, a place that no one told me what to do or how to act or dress. Where I could have cereal three meals a day if I wanted, regardless of how expensive each box was.

Something had shifted though, like someone had slipped a cog out of place. Tonight wasn’t my night at the bar, and I’d been home from the clinic for a couple hours. Nothing on TV held my interest, and I found myself standing over the kitchen sink, eating my second bowl of Fruit Loops.

I missed him. Or them. That’s what had changed; the absence of something good and wonderful was making my day to day routine suddenly seem sad.

The empty cereal bowl clattered into the sink when I dropped it. Without thinking too much, I snatched my car keys and raced out into the parking lot. On the drive over to Dylan’s new place, my mind raced.

“It’s not silly to drop by a friend’s house,” I said into the interior of the car. “People do it every day, and no one dies of embarrassment.”

The vocal affirmation was enough to make me stomp on the gas pedal, the roar of my car engine making me smile. This would be easy enough. If he opened the door and smiled at me, then I was okay to go inside. Say hi. See his new place. Offer to help unpack a box or two, and then I could go.

But my heart started thudding erratically in my chest. Was my left arm tingling? I shook it out. Nope. No heart attack.

When I pulled into The Ridge and onto his street, which was just two down from Garrett’s, I thought I might pass out based on the amount of blood that was rushing from my head down to my toes. For a brief moment, I considered whipping a U-turn in the road and hauling back to my place, but I couldn’t. It was complete insanity that a twenty-four year old woman couldn’t just casually and coolly stop by her friend’s house after he moved in. So, he was my boss. Whatevs. He wouldn’t fire me for it.

I groaned. At least, I didn’t think he would.

My car slowed to a stop and I shook my head before cranking the wheel and pulling into the driveway behind his truck. Before I opened the door, I stared at the white siding and brown river rock of his condo. Everything about this felt so grown-up, which was a common issue for me. Most days, I still felt like a little kid. No clue what I was doing, how I was supposed to make everything work, get through my days, without someone telling me what to do.

But this was something I could do, and despite the nerves fluttering through my stomach, I trusted that Dylan would open the door with a smile. I trusted that nowhere on his face would I find annoyance at seeing me.

That’s exactly the thought that helped me stand from the car and march past his truck and hop up the steps to the front porch. I could hear his voice behind the glossy, black front door, the low tone that was so uniquely his made my stomach flutter in a totally different way.

“Don’t wuss out now,” I whispered. I lifted my hand and knocked firmly on the door, taking a step backward so that he wasn’t greeted by my nose shoved into his chest. Not, of course, that it wouldn’t be a nice place for my nose to be. I knew from that stupid, stupid hug that he smelled warm and spicy and … “Damn it, damn it, damn it, Kat.”

The door swung open and I held my breath. He grinned back at me, and I let it out in a rush.

“Hey, stranger. What are you doing here?” Dylan immediately stepped back and gestured for me to come in. The space was big. And full of boxes. Underneath the stacks, I could see dark hardwood floors. But that was about it.

I turned back to him. “It’s … nice.”

We stared at each other for a second, and then started laughing. Dylan turned to walk into the living area, and there was a futon up against the wall. It faced a large screen TV that sat on the carpeted floor.

“I seem to suck at unpacking. And since Leonidas and I are men of simple tastes, I can’t make myself get the lead out on the nights that I am home.”

He seemed embarrassed by it, not meeting my eyes, and I felt my smile spread a little wider. Seeing Dylan Steadman embarrassed had suddenly become my favorite look of his. The chiseled cheekbones held a touch of pink, and I wanted to press my hands against the skin to see if it felt warm.

“Well,” I said lightly, “I happen to be pretty good at unpacking. Would you like some help?”

Then his eyes lifted, the force of the blue in his irises slicing through me like I was melted butter. He nodded. “That would be great. Thanks.”

We started in the kitchen after I’d turned some music on with my phone. His eyebrows lifted slightly at my choice.

“What?”

“You surprise me sometimes.” Dylan shrugged from where he was standing on the opposite side of the island. “Just seems so country for you.”

“It’s bluegrass,” I clarified. His answering grin made my stupid heart clench. How was he not married? Or at the very least surrounded by a harem of impregnated women who’d fallen prey to his dimple. “And when I moved here, I heard it on the radio and really liked it. I don’t know. It’s honest. But not as cheesy as country can be sometimes.”

“When did you move here again?” He said it casually enough, but I could see the way his movements slowed while I organized silverware into the middle drawer. My pulse skipped, and I could feel a hot flush cover my skin. I hated this part. It’s why I never got past the surface stuff with anyone.

“Right before I turned nineteen.”

“For school? They didn’t have vet tech school in Nebraska?”

My eyes flicked up to his. He’d remembered. I just shook my head and moved the box that I’d just emptied into the hallway leading to his laundry room. “I was ready for a change.”

I saw him nod, could tell he wanted to press. But he didn’t. I let out a relieved breath and moved on. Leonidas woke up at some point while we were working through the last boxes in the kitchen, arguing over which side of the sink the glasses should be kept.

“The right.” I said it firmly, planting my hands on my hips. But Dylan shook his head, sliding the box down the counter to the left of the sink.

“Left.”

“That makes no sense,” I cried. When he grinned, I huffed, leaning across him to grab the box again. But he held up a hand and leaned away. Probably good, because I would have all but shoved the goods in his face if I’d leaned across him far enough to grab the box.

While he started pulling open the box, I snuck a covert look down at my plain purple tank top. Okay. So there weren’t a ton of goods to shove anywhere, but still. Everything would have been, like … pressed. Against him. When I cleared my throat and ran a hand through my hair, he looked over at me.

“You need a drink?”

“That would be fantastic,” I said on a rush, hurrying over to the fridge. All that greeted me were two pizza delivery boxes, a takeout container from the bar, two water bottles and a growler of beer. “This is pathetic, Dylan.”

“Tell me about it. I can’t seem to find the motivation to do a real grocery shopping trip.”

“And you’re sure you’re not my age?” I asked skeptically, lifting the lid of the top pizza box. The heat of his side pressed against me, and he tapped my back to move past me. I practically crawled into the empty fridge to let him by.

“I tell you what,” he said resolutely. I closed the door of the fridge after grabbing a bottle of water and leaned up against the island behind me. He was leaning against the wall, arms folded across his chest in a way that made his biceps pop. “You tell me what brought you to Colorado, and I’ll tell you how old I am.”

I laughed. “That’s an easy trade.” His eyebrow quirked, but he waited. I rolled my eyes and took another sip of water. This I could share pretty easily. “Fine. The mountains. That’s why I came to Colorado.”

“The real reason.”

“It is.” I kept his eye contact, because this was actually true. But he didn’t budge. When I heaved a dramatic sigh, one side of his lips quirked. “I’m serious. When you’re from Nebraska, and all you’re used to is flat fields? These mountains seem magical. I just wanted … I don’t know.” I looked around his kitchen like it would answer the question for me. No one had ever asked me to answer that particular question. Granted, I’d only been here for a little over five years, but it was true. No one had asked why I was there. And standing across from Dylan in his kitchen, I actually wanted to be honest. “I wanted something bigger for my life. In my life. I’d never had that before. And if I didn’t do it, it never would have happened for me.”

I saw the surprise make his face go blank, and it made me fidget where I stood. So I picked up the water bottle in one hand and leaned down to lift Leonidas in the other, cuddling him to my chest while I walked toward the futon. Dylan’s silence pounded in my head, and I masked it by smoothing my hand down Leonidas’s back, focusing on the tight muscles along his spine while I sat on the thin, black cushion of the futon.

Leonidas licked at the top of my hand when I pulled my hands around his shoulder blades to his chest. He’d barely stopped when Dylan carefully sank onto the futon next to me, making sure to leave a few inches of space between us.

“That’s how it felt for me.”

My face lifted to look at him, and the serious look in his eyes made me shift toward him. “What did?”

“Moving here. No one in my family has ever lived this far away. And I felt … stuck, I guess. I felt stuck in my role there. Like I’d never see the things I wanted to see, to experience the things I’ve always wanted to experience if I didn’t do something drastic.” I wasn’t sure he was even really seeing me—if he was seeing how his answer touched something elemental inside of me— with the way his eyes weren’t focused on my face. He was watching my hands on his dog’s back. “I’m pretty sure my family still thinks I’m a little crazy for being here. But it felt like if I stayed? I’d never end up the person I was supposed to be.”

“That’s exactly right,” I said quietly. His hands smoothed down the length of his thighs, and he blew out a breath. The dramatic sound made me laugh.

“Is that funny, Sprite?” He nudged me with his elbow, and the friendly gesture made me smile.

“No.” When I didn’t say anything else, he glanced over at me. The look in his eye wasn’t necessarily romantic. But it was so warm that the blood thickened in my veins, making my skin feel heavy. I trusted him. I’d never felt it before, that implicit belief that I could be safe with another person, especially a man. The giddiness of it almost made me light-headed.

“Want to watch a movie or something? I think I’ve exhausted the slave labor portion of your visit.”

“You don’t need to kick me out?”

Dylan must have heard the tinge of insecurity in the question because he turned toward me fully. His eyes touched over my whole face, stopping the longest on my hair and my mouth, which made me swallow.

“In all honesty, I probably should.” He sighed again, giving me a rueful smile. “But I’m not going to. I’m having too much fun.”

It must have been the way he was looking at me, a mixture of surprise and kindness, of appreciation. He appreciated me. It made me feel reckless in a way that I wasn’t accustomed to. Being with a man that liked me— in whatever capacity it might have been—— and that I felt safe with made my entire body tingle. So it shocked the hell out of me when I leaned forward and touched my lips to his.

Dylan stilled completely for a brief moment, but I didn’t pull back. Then I moved my lips over his for a split second before he started reacting. Both of his hands smoothed up my arms, over my shoulders to tangle in my hair. My eyes fluttered closed, and he changed the angle of his head, sweeping his tongue across the seam of my lips until I sighed.

I leaned up on my knees, curling my hands on the broad muscles of his shoulders, and when I lifted, the dog scrambled off of my lap. Neither of us paid any attention. What was I doing? What were we doing?

Kissing. Oh, yes, the kissing. His lips were firm and soft and really, really freaking masterful. Some inarticulate sound came out of my mouth when his tongue pushed against mine. It spurred him on, wrapping his arms around me so that I felt dwarfed against his massive frame. My arms wound around his neck and I made a tentative stroke of my own with my tongue against his. Dylan froze. We’d barely moved, but our lips separated, leaving just enough space for our exhales to tangle in front of our mouths.

“Kat,” he said, remorse and surprise filling his eyes. Oh geez, if he apologized, I’d murder him.

“Oh no, you don’t.” I pulled back, pushing a shaking hand through my messy hair. “That was all me.”

“Not all you.” He shifted on the futon, adjusting his jeans.

I gave him a little smile, taking stock of how I felt. Oddly enough, I didn’t have the embarrassment that I thought I would. He wasn’t disgusted or gushing with apologies, thank goodness. When a man makes mouth-lovin’ with you, he wants you. And Dylan Steadman had some really fantastic tongue action. I shivered.

“Don’t smile at me like that,” he said under his breath and hung his hands off the back of his neck.

I tilted my head, feeling a coyness that shocked me, given that he’d been the one to stop us. YES. I was a total vixen. “Why not?”

For a second, he looked at me like he was going to answer. But then he just shook his head and pushed up off the futon. “I’m your manager. And far too old for you.”

“That is true,” I said while I took the hand he’d offered to help me up. “You’re very old.”

He shook his head, giving me a look that I’d been on the receiving end of more than I cared to count, like he didn’t know what to do with me. So I grinned up him, and took no small bit of pleasure in the fact that he groaned up at the ceiling.

“It’s more than that though,” he said as we walked toward the door. I gave him a questioning look while I hooked my purse over my shoulder. “I don’t know what I want right now, Kat. Everything here is new for me, and beyond the work issue, I just don’t want to be in a relationship right now.” I opened my mouth to tell him that we could just use each other for our bodies when he lifted my chin with his pointer finger, tracing along the edge of my jaw. The drag of his calloused skin over mine pretty much shut me up. “And I don’t know what you’re ready for, but I do know that you deserve more than me gambling our friendship on my uncertainty.”

That humbled me, the fact that he cared enough to say that, and I slumped back against the door. “That’s perfectly logical.”

My voice sounded so glum to my own ears, but maybe it was just me. When I dared a look at him, his lips were fighting a smile. When mine spread, he laughed, pulling me in for a hug. With his strong, muscled arms wrapped completely around me, I could breathe with a freedom that I’d rarely felt with another person. Then he dropped a kiss on the top of my head.

“What am I going to do with you, Sprite?”

I closed my eyes and inhaled his man-crack scent. Just don’t get rid of me, I begged silently in my head, hoping he couldn’t feel it in the tight grasp of my arms.


Nine

Dylan




I’d barely let myself stop to think about what kissing Kat could possibly mean, if we let it mean anything. But being faced with a day off was not the best thing for my avoidance of what had happened. So when Michael sent me a text the next morning asking if I wanted to go hike Red Rocks with him and his brother, Tristan, I said yes immediately. I hadn’t been out to Red Rocks yet, and it was one of the things I wanted to do most after moving to Colorado.

After I put Leonidas in his crate, I decided to jog the two streets over to Michael and Tristan’s place. They were waiting in the driveway by Tristan’s Jeep, and we hopped in. Because he had the top down, we couldn’t really do much talking on the forty-ish minute drive out to Golden. But that was perfectly fine with me. The sun hit my skin, warming me to my core and I stared out at the jagged green peaks of the mountains with unbridled excitement.

The cornflower blue of the sky didn’t hold a single cloud as far as I could see, and the closer we got to the foothills, the more intense the heat felt. I reached down into my backpack and pulled out my Tigers hat, slipping it over my head. Michael shook his head, diehard Rockies fan that he was, and tossed me a tube of sunscreen.

I’d just finished rubbing the lotion into the back of my neck and over my shoulders when Tristan pulled into the park. They both grinned at me, eerily similar smiles, when I unhooked my seat belt and stood up in the back of the Jeep, gripping the roll bar and staring up at the cragged, jutting red pillars of rock that came up from the ground.

Tristan swung the Jeep into a spot in a small parking lot by an outpost building and gift shop and while they got out, I just stood in place, staring up at the towering red slabs.

“Come on,” Michael called out where they were ascending some stairs leading towards an entrance. “Your Midwest-bumpkin is coming out.”

I lifted my middle finger at him, which made Tristan smile. Once I’d caught up with them, we walked in silence until we entered the main area of the amphitheater.

“Wow,” I breathed. The main rocks surged up on either side of the naturally formed stadium, and the rows below were filled with milling people. Some walking, some running up the steps, some doing yoga on brightly colored mats within the wide rows that served as seats during a concert. And beyond the stage at the bottom where more red rocks curved behind it, there was a view that almost knocked the breath out of my lungs. The foothills, covered in green grass and red rock formations sloped down to the view of Denver, the buildings like tiny specks of dust in comparison to the massive formations around me.

“Never gets old,” Tristan said from next to me. I shook my head in awe and turned to follow them toward the hiking trail.

We made our way up, and I was happy to keep pace with them, considering that the altitude was still pretty rough on my flat-land lungs. After about twenty minutes of silence between us, Tristan stopped against a rock to tighten the laces on his hiking boots and to grab some water.

I leaned up against the sun-warmed surface behind me and took a long drag from the water bottled hooked to my backpack.

“Saw Kat’s car in your driveway last night,” Michael said with a horrible imitation of nonchalance.

I didn’t answer right away, just took another drink of water before giving him a level look. “Is there a question buried somewhere in that statement?”

“Just curious what’s going on there.”

“You’re worse than Garrett.”

Tristan laughed, which was the first time I’d ever heard that from him, he was usually so serious. Michael paid no mind to his brother, just shrugged at me. “I think he’s rubbed off on me the last four years.”

“You guys dating?” Tristan asked, pinning me with his intense eyes, which were the same dark green as Michael’s.

“No,” I said easily. But then I lifted the bill of my hat and swiped at the sweat on my forehead and I felt like it was exposing much more than my face, so I went for honesty. “I like her. She’s nice and she’s funny, maybe the first woman friend I’ve ever had.”

They both watched me while I struggled with what to say next. Honestly, I couldn’t figure why women liked talking about this shit with their friends. I was one confession away from breaking into hives.

“We kissed last night, and I didn’t see it coming.”

“Nice,” Michael said, holding a fist for me. I bumped mine against it and chuckled.

“There was something there. No doubt. But I’m not in a place to have a girlfriend. I’m not sure where her head’s at though.”

“One word of advice,” Tristan said after a moment of quiet. “Tread carefully with someone who doesn’t trust easily.”

I rolled my head on my neck, something about his statement rankled. Like he’d pegged something about Kat that I hadn’t. “Sounds like you’re the expert. You learn that from experience?”

Michael lifted a hand. “If he did, he’ll never tell you. I’m convinced Tristan has had entire relationships without any of us knowing.”

We both ignored him, though Tristan gave the smallest, most subtle eye roll I’d ever seen. “I just mean if you break her trust, she’ll slam down walls so thick and so tall that you’ll never see the top, never find a seam.”

“I’m not going to break her trust,” I ground out, letting the truth of Tristan’s statement seep past the immediate defensiveness that I felt in response. “She’s my friend. We’re just … friends.”

There wasn’t much they could say to that, so they traded a look and we started hiking again.
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By the time Tristan pulled his Jeep back into their driveway a couple hours later, I was tired, hot and covered in sweat and dust from the hiking trails. But as much as I wanted to fall into a hot shower, I felt a more pressing need to text Kat. Tomorrow was one of the nights she worked at the bar, and despite the fact that she’d left smiling from my place last night, Tristan’s words tumbled through my brain.

It wasn’t like I hadn’t noticed the way she held herself back, but I guess until he said something, it hadn’t occurred to me that her taking the initiative to kiss me was huge. Really damn huge. She was young— much too young for me— but it shook me to my core when I thought about the fact that the hugeness, for lack of a better word, hadn’t registered.

Me: I know I’ll see you at work tomorrow night, but any chance you can talk tonight? I’d like to run something by you.

It didn’t take her long to respond. I’d barely cleared my front door before my phone chimed again. I didn’t look right away so I could let a wiggling Leonidas out of his crate. His completely dry crate.

“Well, who’s the best puppy in the entire world?” I scooped him up and walked out into the backyard through the slider in the family room. While he did his lop-sided gallop around the bright green grass, I grinned and pulled my phone back out. Right at the same time that I heard the knock on my front door.

Kat: I’m actually right around the corner. I’ll be there in five. Hopefully you’re home. Otherwise I’ll be knocking on your front door and your neighbors will wonder who your stalker is.

I whistled and Leonidas scampered over to me after he’d finished squatting in the grass.

“So,” I asked him while he followed me to the door, “will you lift your leg once they strap your bionic paw on?”

In answer, he rammed into the back of my legs when he didn’t see me stop to open the front door. Kat had turned around like she was about to leave, but whipped in a fast circle at the sound of the door. My eyes had intended to be on her face, but stalled somewhere around the bright pink fuzzy skirt that showed almost all of her slender legs.

“Hi,” she chirped, giving me a wide, welcoming smile. Like I was at her home and not the other way around.

“Uh,” I said, sounding quite intelligent, and held my hand out for her to come in. I couldn’t tear my eyes off the skirt. It was awful. Like someone had dip-dyed a roadkill pelt into magenta paint. “Hi.”

“You don’t like my skirt?”

I snapped my face up, attempting a normal smile, but failed miserably. “What is it?”

From where she’d kneeled down to greet Leonidas, she smiled up at me, eyes flicking briefly to my chest, where I knew I had a damp spot from the sweat of my hike. Then she swallowed and I had to walk past her. This might be harder than I’d anticipated.

“It was a gift from a client at the clinic.”

“Did one of them die? It looks like a dead cat.”

She laughed, delight at my reaction clear on her face. “It’s not an animal, Dylan. The owner of a pot-belly pig that comes in makes them, and she thought the pink would look lovely with my complexion. Or something. I’m giving it a test run today.”

I met her eyes, then shook my head slowly. Her face fell a little.

“That bad?”

“Only if you don’t want people to speak to you ever again.”

Instead of laughing like I’d expected her to, she quirked a dark eyebrow, looking pretty unamused. “Maybe I love it.”

I braced my hands on the cold granite of the kitchen island, not breaking her stare. “Do you?”

We held that way for five long seconds before her lips spread in a slow smile. She shook her head in the exact same way that I had just a few minutes before.

“Punk.”

“Old man,” she tossed back. “You just have no fashion sense.”

“Now that’s something I’ve heard once or twice in my life. Mainly from my sister Casey.”

“Does she look like you?”

I dug my phone out. “Want to see a picture?”

Kat nodded eagerly, skirting around the island until she stood next to me. We weren’t touching, but the fine, blonde hairs on her arms stood on end, goosebumps pebbling her skin when I shifted next to her. I took a deep breath, catching the scent of vanilla cake when I did so. After a few swipes of my thumb, I held my phone out to her. It was a picture of Casey and me at her wedding.

With a quick movement, Kat snatched the phone from my hand so she could zoom in on the picture. She gave me an incredulous look.

“What?”

“She’s so pretty! What do your parents look like?”

I laughed. “I don’t know. Like my parents. Normal.”

Kat grumbled something under her breath and handed the phone back.

“What was that?”

The breath that she pulled in through her nose was slow. “You weren’t supposed to hear.”

“Well, that’s not very nice.”

“Why do you have so much dirt on you?”

I blinked a couple times at the subject change. “Why do you sound so annoyed about it?”

She huffed, slowly looking down the length of my body, which tightened in response. “I’m not annoyed, it’s just not fair.” Her hands waved down toward her skirt. “I’m wearing a fluorescent animal pelt and you like you just crawled out of some outdoor men’s magazine.”

“Awesome,” I replied easily, plucking my shirt away from my chest with two fingers. “That’s exactly the look I was going for this morning. Rubbed some dirt into my skin just for the occasion.”

When she snorted, I laughed.

“So you needed to talk to me?”

“Yeah.” I scratched the back of my neck and leaned up against the edge of the counter. Her fingers knit together in front of her and color crept up her high cheekbones.

“Are you breaking up with me or something?” She asked it on a laugh, but I heard the forced humor. Her big, dark eyes stared over at me like she’d already heard the words of rejection out of my mouth. What happened to you? It’s what I wanted to ask, but I knew I couldn’t. Not yet, at least.

“You’re the most pleasantly surprising part of my move here. Did you know that?” Her lips rolled in and she worked them between her teeth, shaking her head in answer. “You are. I figured I’d meet some of Garrett’s friends. Hopefully they’d like me. But I thought it might take me a bit of time to make some of my own friends outside of the bar. I didn’t expect you.”

“Oh.” She blinked rapidly, then pursed her mouth to the side. “You’re welcome?”

With a laugh, I shook my head. “I guess what I mean is, I’m not sure where that kiss really puts us now.” I heard her breath catch, and I could see the flutter of her pulse in the side her exposed neck. Absently, I wondered if it tasted like frosting, like the way she smelled. “Would you take it back if you could?”

“What?” She’d been staring at my mouth, but at my words, she started.

“The kiss. Do you want to take it back?”
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“No.” It was the only conceivable answer I could give him, while he stood there looking at me like a dirt-covered Adonis. His features smoothed out in relief, but just enough for me to notice. I swallowed the smile that threatened to spread across my face and glanced down at my abomination of a skirt.

“Good.”

He smiled when I pulled a long, magenta chunk of polyester hair from my clothes. “But, maybe not for the reason you think,” I added.

“Hang on.” He held up a hand. “Would you mind terribly if I go grab a shower before we continue this conversation?”

Gulp. Audible, embarrassing gulp.

I made some half-hearted attempt at nonchalance, waving my hand in agreement like, oh sure, I was so beyond used to men like him grabbing a shower while I stood fifteen feet and only one wall away. Dylan nodded and went to do just that. And I couldn’t blame him. He really was dirty.

Dirty. I sighed. And sweaty. And… and…

When Leonidas leaned his furry little body against my bare legs, I yelped. “Honey, you need to warn a girl when she’s wrapped up in Playgirl-level mental visions.” He panted, his mouth open in what looked like a grin. I smiled and scooped him up in my arms. “At least, I assume. I’ve never looked at a Playgirl. Do they still have that?”

In answer, he licked the bottom of my chin. It was too nice of a day to stay inside. And I was in too precarious of a mental state to be so close to Dylan. Soapy, wet, naked as the day he was born Dylan. I slammed the slider door behind me and walked across the small concrete patio into his backyard. Because his condo was on a corner, his backyard angled off in a triangular shape, a small line of evergreen trees serving as a barrier to the units behind his. He may need a fence eventually, but until Leonidas had his prosthetic, he couldn’t run terribly fast.

I set him in the lush grass, and he sniffed around for a bit before circling a few times, finally plopping into a circle with a heavy sigh. I sighed myself, lying down against the grass and staring up into the achingly blue sky. One hand stroked along Leonidas’s back, counting each ridge of his spine until it met the base of his tail.

I wouldn’t take back the kiss, would I?

My answer felt simple when I’d said it, but I also hadn’t really given much thought as to why he was asking it. Plus, the way he phrased the question was telling to me. He didn’t ask if I regretted it. He asked if I wanted to take it back.

Which meant Dylan was probably a moron. Because he should know that any woman, any unattached, heterosexual woman under the age of forty—and probably most of them over the age of forty—would never want to take back having his tongue in their mouth. Having their hands on the shifting muscles in his broad shoulders. Having their…

“Gah,” I scoffed, slapping a hand over my face and obscuring my view of the sky. Which was fine. Because it was the same color as Dylan’s eyes. With a groan, I rolled over toward Leonidas, who wriggled underneath the arm that I had over his back. His good paw batted at my face, and I started laughing. That made him even more excited, and before long, he was trying to crawl on top of me, his tongue furiously swiping at every part of my face that he could reach. I could barely catch my breath from laughing when I registered the sound of the slider pushing open.

With careful hands, I untangled myself from Leonidas and rolled over to face the patio. Dylan was wearing a plain light blue t-shirt and black gym shorts that hit his knees. His hair looked black from still being wet, standing up a little probably because he’d ran his hands through it.

My heart hiccupped. He was smiling at us, his arms folded across his chest and his shoulder braced on the side of the house.

“Having fun?”

I pushed myself up to sitting and nodded, tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. “It was too nice to sit inside.”

“It’s okay, you don’t have to explain yourself.”

The answering laugh I gave him didn’t sound all that funny, and he must have noticed because he lifted an eyebrow. I shrugged one shoulder, plucking a thick blade of grass from the ground and spinning it between my fingers. “Ingrained habit. Sorry.”

When Dylan didn’t answer right away, my stomach twisted in on itself, wishing I hadn’t said anything. But that was my first reaction to everything, too. Don’t say anything, don’t explain. It was completely unnatural for me to push that down, but I did. Probably because he didn’t ask. If he’d pressed me, shutting down would have been easy.

“You know why I don’t want to take back the kiss?”

“No. But,” he said slowly, waiting until I looked up at him before continuing, “I hope you’ll tell me.”

When Leonidas snuggled up against me, I let out a slow breath, taking comfort from the warm press of his body. “I’ve never been the kisser. Only the … kissee, if that’s the right word. That probably sounds ridiculous, considering my age. That I’ve never initiated the kissing. It’s always been a trust thing for me.”

Dylan stepped off the patio onto the yard, lowering himself to the grass. He was quiet while he stretched his long legs out and braced his hands behind him. We weren’t close enough that I could feel the heat of his skin, but I closed my eyes and imagined that I could.

“But,” I continued, my eyes still closed, “I trust you.”

He exhaled, a sound heavy with relief, and it made me look over at him for the first time since he’d sat down in the grass.

“And I haven’t trusted many people in my life.” He never looked away from me, barely even blinked while those vivid blue eyes snared me, making it hard for me to breathe while I tried to put my jumbled head into words. “Which is probably why I don’t feel embarrassed. Because if it was someone I didn’t trust,” I said carefully, not wanting to sound like I was looking for empty affirmations, “it would be kinda hard for me to be around them if they pushed me away.”

“I didn’t exactly push.” The right side of his mouth tipped up, and the dimple in that side of his cheek made a brief appearance. But only briefly, because he didn’t smile long enough.

“No, you didn’t,” I agreed, breaking our eye contact when it started feeling too thick and too intense. “But regardless, that’s why I don’t want to take it back. Because even though it didn’t really go anywhere, you still make me feel safe.”

He thought about that, nodding a little. “I sense a ‘but.’”

I scrunched my nose, laughing for a second. “Maybe. But … I think you’re right about being undecided. I don’t even know if I’d make a good girlfriend, because I’ve never tried. But I do know you well enough now that,” I swallowed, lasering my eyes onto another blade of grass before I snatched it from the ground, “I’d miss you if you weren’t around. And the most horrible feeling in the world is missing someone. I don’t want to feel that way about you, if I screwed it up.”

“Come on, it’s much more likely that I would do the screwing up,” he said easily. Dylan leaned over and nudged my shoulder with his. “Isn’t it usually the men who do?”

I smiled, rolling my eyes a little. “I guess.”

“Thank you. For telling me that. It makes sense to me.” He turned a bit so that he was facing me, instead of us sitting side by side. “And I have to be honest with you, Kat.”

Oh geez. Here we go. It’s not you. It’s me. He was gearing up, I could tell. Did people say that stuff anymore? I smoothed my hands down my skirt, making sure the fur was all going in the same direction.

“Hearing you say that you trust me is probably one of the most humbling things anyone has ever said to me.”

My head jerked up. “What?”

Leonidas lifted his head at my loud exclamation, then shifted forward to start nibbling on Dylan’s heel. Dylan just shrugged, completely unperturbed by my outburst. “That surprises you?”

“Well,” I shifted in the grass, tucking my legs under me so I could face him more fully. “Yeah, I guess. It’s not like you could possibly know what a huge deal that is for me.”

He laughed then. “I couldn’t?”

“How could you?”

“Come on, Kat,” he said good-naturedly, like he hadn’t just set off a bomb in my freaking heart. “Anyone who paid the slightest bit of attention to you can see that you hold yourself back around people. And I’m paying attention. Besides, I have four siblings; they all have spouses. A million nephews. And I’ve worked in restaurants for ten years. You think I’m not even a little capable of reading people?”

“Well, sure. But that’s like, what kind of drink do I think they’ll order? Will they be a good tipper or not? Whether they’ll be an asshole when they drink too much and try to grab my ass.”

“Nobody better try to grab your ass at work.”

The dark violence in his voice, I was not even joking, made my chest flush and my core temperature bubble up so high that I wasn’t positive that my skin wasn’t shooting flames up into the sky. Okay. That was hot. I waved a hand in front of my face and gave him a look. “That doesn’t help.”

“What?” Now he sounded annoyed. “You think I’d let a customer grab any of our servers?”

“Of course not. But you should know what possessive statements do to unsuspecting women. You shouldn’t bandy those around lightly, mister.” Dylan blinked. I rolled my eyes. “Anyway. You’re psychic and can read people’s minds? Because I still think it’s nutso that you picked up on that about me.”

He kept blinking. “You’ll never stop surprising me, will you?”

“Pfft. I hope not.”

His face softened. “I’m really glad I met you, Kat Perry.”

I groaned. “You know my last name.”

“Personnel files.”

“Damn it,” I whispered.

Dylan clucked his tongue. “Language, young lady. Why don’t you like your last name?”

“Uhh, hello. Kathleen Perry. Kathleen is just horrible, so I shortened it to Kat. I look like a Katy Perry wannabe. But I’m not.”

He laughed, the deep sound filling me so full of warmth and contentment that I could easily get addicted to it. It made his smile spread across his face and the skin around his eyes crinkle up, which told me he laughed often. And his dimples. Le sigh. They carved deep grooves on either side of his mouth.

“I should just change it,” I said off-handedly, not expecting him to stop laughing so suddenly. “It’s not like it matters.”

“Your last name?” He said it so incredulously that I froze. Well. I had not intended to let that slip out. But I’d already gone this far. And all of a sudden, the thought of sharing something with him, with this man that had been so kind and so steady with me, didn’t make my mouth dry or my heart pound.

So I nodded slowly, not taking my eyes away from his. “I don’t have any family. I could change it to anything, and it wouldn’t affect anyone but me.”

His brows lowered while he regarded me. “No one in Nebraska?”

“Nope.” I shrugged, the word coming out a little less lightly than I’d intended it to. “Just a line of foster parents who probably don’t even remember me anymore.”

He was quiet for a few moments, probably digesting the giant nugget of information that I’d just handed him. “I find that hard to believe.”

I almost smiled at how visibly he was trying to keep himself steady, but something brewed behind his eyes, something that I couldn’t read. But the thing I didn’t see in the sky-blue color, so bright and framed by his enviably dark lashes, was pity.

“Not if you knew me back then, it wouldn’t be. In truth, I was one of the lucky ones. Being ignored and overlooked was a pretty good option in some of the places I stayed.”

His hands flexed and then tightened into fists. He clenched his jaw and looked away for a second before blinking back over to me. “How old were you when you went to your first foster home?”

It was the polite way of asking what the hell had happened to me. I would’ve smiled at his careful phrasing if he hadn’t looked so serious. With every second that passed, I felt stronger, more settled in telling him this. Dylan was my friend; he cared about me. He didn’t want strangers to grab my ass, and in the most simplistic way, that meant he was allowed to know this. He’d earned it, at least in my eyes.

“Young enough that I don’t really have long stretches of memories from my first home. Three or four, maybe? I’ve always struggled with retaining any memories of being really young.”

“And …” he rolled his neck, “…your parents?”

“Died,” I answered quietly, feeling the same dull thud of finality when I rolled the phrase around my head. “I don’t really remember them. Just that my mom had the same colors eyes as me, and my dad had a really loud laugh. Sometimes, I don’t know … never mind.”

The heat from the sun soaked through my skin, but in a pleasant way, like it was keeping us pinned there, unable to leave the little spot of honesty that I’d thrust us into.

“Sometimes, what?”

“I’ve never said it out loud.” Even that was whispered. I saw him nod out of the corner of my eye.

“You don’t have to tell me, Kat. It’s okay.”

“Sometimes I’m glad.” With a deep breath, I squared my shoulders. “Because I think it would have been harder, when I was growing up, if I had really good memories of them in my head. But maybe that’s stupid. I probably wouldn’t think that if I did remember them.”

Dylan hummed, regarding me for a few seconds. “It’s not stupid. I think anyone would feel that way.”

“I’ve got a folder,” I blurted out, a little stunned I was even admitting this to him. He had like, magical confession-inducing powers. “My file, I guess. From the state. And I’ve never opened it. I don’t even know if there’s anything in it from my parents.”

Dylan lifted his eyebrows, clearly trying to choose his words carefully. “Aren’t you curious?”

I shrugged. “I do a pretty good job of forgetting I even have it. When I moved into my apartment, I shoved it on the top shelf of my linen closet so I didn’t have to see it.”

“Out of sight, out of mind, huh?”

“Yeah?” I shrugged again, stretching my legs out and pointing my toes. “Maybe. Either way, looking in that folder doesn’t change what happened. They died in a car accident. Drunk driver. They didn’t have any family, so off I went to my first foster home.”

“Are you hungry?” he asked suddenly, standing up in a quick movement that had me blinking up at him. Because I was still on the grass, and he was so, so tall, I had to shield my eyes from the sun in order to see up into his face.

“I guess so.”

“Good.” He held out a hand to help me up. I stared at it for a few long seconds, and then carefully slid my hand into his, letting him pull me up with ease. “Because I got groceries yesterday. And I think this kind of conversation demands breakfast for dinner. Don’t you?”

The back of my eyes felt heavy and hot, the press of tears making me blink. “Do you have bacon?”

He slung an arm around my shoulders with a laugh. “Of course, I have bacon. What kind of bachelor would I be if I didn’t?”

“A terrible one,” I agreed, trying not to burrow into the heat of his large body where it was pressed up against me. My soul felt lighter, if that was possible. He hadn’t pitied me. Hadn’t pushed me for too much, just listened to whatever I felt like sharing with him.

Leonidas trotted after us and we paused to let him stumble through the open slider into the house before Dylan motioned for me to go ahead of him. Before I did, I saw his reflection in the glass, and caught the sadness in his eyes before he pinched them closed.

“Come on, Sprite,” he said once he’d opened them again. “Breakfast won’t make itself.”
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If I thought I’d watched Kat before, it was child’s play to how much I did now. Every night that she worked— which had been a few extra shifts this past week since two other servers were sick— it was almost impossible for me to focus on anything else. My shifts went by at warp speed until she got there, and then everything slowed and came into focus.

The evening she told me about her background, I knew from the look in her eyes just how badly she needed me not to pity her, so I hadn’t. Maybe I should have told her what had actually been running through my head while I listened to her talk, because it was the exact opposite of pity.

I was in awe of her.

Now every time I saw her smile and tease a customer, make a coworker laugh or encourage Brian when he did something well, all I could do was shake my head. Part of the awe came from the fact that she was so damn positive all the time. I never saw her grumpy at work, either at the bar or at the clinic when I brought Leonidas in for his regular appointments.

And her mood was contagious—more than anyone else that worked at The Continental Divide. I’d never had a complaint about her service, she consistently had the best tips and everyone genuinely loved working with her. And I could see why. She sparkled, and did it so damn effortlessly that everyone around her just stood in the light that she threw off when she was near.

But the other part of my awe came from how insanely skilled she was at not letting people see how she held them at arm’s length. I’d noticed it before, but never really understood the depth at which she did it.

No one that worked with us really knew her. And it was like they didn’t even realize it.

“Hey, Breanne?” I called to one of the other servers on tonight. She nodded and said she’d be over after she finished delivering a tray of food. As she neared me, she wiped her hands on the black apron all of the servers wore.

“Yeah, Dylan?”

“Did you switch with Taylor tonight?”

“Yup. She’s taking my Saturday lunch shift. Figured she’d feel better by then. I think Kat is taking her dinner shift tomorrow night though.”

I nodded, keeping my face blank when she said it. I was working tomorrow night, which would be the fourth day that week that Kat would be on at the same time as me. It was the most I’d seen her in a two-week stretch since we’d met. We’d settled into a comfortable routine since the last time she came to my house. Friends, I admitted easily. Because of the extra shifts she was working at the bar, she hadn’t come over to Garrett’s the last time we’d played cards which earned grumbles from all the guys. When I’d told her that at Leonidas’s last appointment, the blush hit her cheeks so fast that I’d laughed.

And even though we were friends, it was as if remnants of the kiss still lingered. Or memories of it, at least. I could see the way she stilled her movements whenever we stood close together, which probably mirrored my own body language. No hugging when she left my house or when I left the clinic. Just warm smiles or the occasional punch in the arm from her when she got to work.

It was best that way, I thought firmly. And I reminded myself of that later that night when she merely winked at me before leaving work and headed out into the parking lot by herself. As much as I wanted to make sure she got out to her car okay in the dark, I refrained, busying myself by chatting with customers and making sure everyone was happy.

If I walked Kat out to her car, I’d never live it down at work. Neither would she. And I knew her well enough by now to know that she’d hate that kind of attention. I’d only done one Google search on the effects of foster care, but it was enough to settle a rock in my gut when I’d finished reading.

Kat hadn’t said anything about abuse, but some of the things I’d read made me want to throw my laptop across the room, imagining her going through anything even close. But one thing had snagged my eye, an article talking about children who suffered emotional neglect. Nothing centered around a particular trauma—which I prayed hadn’t happened—but simply the fact that no one had ever put any weight into what the child thought or felt. No one asking what they wanted or needed, how they felt about things, resulting in children feeling like their feelings had no importance and they didn’t deserve to be recognized.

While I drove home later that night, I thought about Kat’s face when she whispered that she’d never admitted out loud that she was glad she didn’t have memories of her parents. I wasn’t an overly emotional guy, but a deep swell of gratitude for my parents damn near brought me to tears.

I wanted to call them, tell them how much I loved them. Tell them how much I appreciated the way that they’d raised us, supporting whatever we wanted to do with the knowledge that they’d always be proud of us.

Casey and I were the only siblings who didn’t go to college, and they’d never blinked twice about it, as long as we loved the jobs we were in and could support ourselves while we did it. But, and it was difficult for me to admit, I had felt embarrassed about it. I’d placed this ideal over my head that they’d somehow wished I had taken the same routes as my older brothers.

But any insecurity I felt about not taking that path, was completely my own invention. And the thought that I’d held that inside of me— in comparison to what Kat had dealt with her whole life— shamed me.

After I pulled into my driveway, I sat in the dark car for few minutes, listening to the tick of the engine as it cooled off.

A knock on my window made me curse. Garrett stood there with a dopey-ass grin on his face, Leonidas tucked under his arm, panting happily at me. I pushed out of the truck.

“What are you doing here? With my dog?”

Garrett looked up at the dark sky. “I can’t believe I’m going to admit this, but when you texted me that you might not get home until after one, I was worried about the little shit. So I used the spare key you gave me and let him out. But then he was staring up at me with these big eyes. These brown eyes that wanted to suck my soul out if I put him back in that crate.”

“Can I have my dog back?”

He hefted Leonidas at me, and shuddered. “I swear. He’s a magical being. I ended up taking him home with me so he didn’t have to be here alone. Crying in the dark. Wondering why nobody loved him.”

Garrett followed me in, even though I gave him a pointed look when he shut the door behind him. “Garrett. It’s one-thirty in the morning. I’d like to go to bed.”

“Yeah, yeah. In a second. Aren’t you going to thank me for showing your little animal love and affection while you were off being a workaholic?”

“No. He would have slept the entire time I was gone.”

“What does Kat smell like?”

Cake. The word was almost out of my mouth when I snapped it shut and glared at him. “What is the matter with you?”

“I don’t get why you’re not dating her. It’s stupid. You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met.”

“Don’t you have a life? A job that keeps you busy?”

Garrett lifted a shoulder, looking far too bored and far too in my house at one o’clock in the morning when all I wanted to do was sleep. “Not as busy as yours, apparently. And that’s why you can’t date her, right? Because of your job?”

I started herding him towards the door. “Out. Now.”

“You like her, man. I don’t get why you’re so damn stubborn about it.”

“Because I don’t have time for a relationship. I’ve told you that.”

He was almost out. I was almost free, but he braced his hand on the door frame and turned to face me.

“I get it. You put the blinders on to something as soon you make the edict in your head. You’ve always been like that. You can’t have a girlfriend, so Kat is just a friend.”

“She is,” I stated, feeling a tinge of annoyance crawl up my spine.

“A friend that you stare at whenever she’s around.” He walked through the door and paused before he left the porch. “You’re a grown-ass man, Dylan. If you want to change your mind about her, no one will care. The world won’t end because you made time for something that you’re convinced you can’t have.”

“Kat deserves more than what I can give her,” I snapped, hating myself for basically admitting that he was right.

“Isn’t that up to her to figure out?”

Then I slammed the door and went to bed.


Twelve

Dylan




Me: Get dressed up, Sprite. Cole closed a huge deal and we’re going out.

Kat didn’t answer my text right away, but I knew she was off tonight. This past week had been lighter again for her, no extra shifts to pick up because all the servers were healthy again. I hadn’t even seen her at the clinic since it was an off week for Leonidas’s appointment.

Kat: Bossy. FINE. Where to? When should I meet you there?

I grinned at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, making a last swipe under my chin with my razor, then wiped the rest of the shaving cream off with my towel. After I’d splashed some shaving lotion on my cheeks, I sent her a quick reply.

Me: Just meet us at Garrett’s in forty minutes. Sound good?

Kat: :)

The evening that I’d already been looking forward to suddenly got a little bit brighter, and I actively avoided my own eyes in the mirror while I thought it. A few days after ambushing me at my house, Garrett had apologized. I didn’t get mad at him often, but he could tell he’d overstepped, pushing me on the one subject that I was most likely to get pissed about. If Kat and I had decided that we could be friends, that that’s what was best for us, then he had no right to question it.

But it had been my idea to invite her tonight, so he could suck it if he thought I was being stubborn just for the sake of it. Since I knew that in addition to us guys, Garrett’s sister, Anna was coming along too, I thought it might be nice for Kat to meet her and balance out the group a little.

I finished getting dressed, tightening my black leather belt around my dark jeans and rolling the cuffs of my black dress shirt up my forearms. I’d been in Denver for over six weeks, and it was the first time that I was actually going out. The smile never left my face, not when I put Leonidas out one more time before ushering him into his crate. And not while I walked the couple blocks to Garrett’s place on the hot June evening. There was a thickness to the summer in Michigan, the pervasiveness of the damp air much heavier than it was here, but the heat still clung to my skin on the short walk.

Kat’s car was already parked in the street and I looked down at the watch on my wrist. She’d only taken thirty minutes to get ready and make the fifteen-minute drive over. I was just passing her car when the driver’s side door shoved open and almost gutted me.

“Shit.” I caught the edge of the door and side-stepped so as not to bust it off its hinges. Kat giggled an apology and stood out of the car. And that was when my breath caught.

Her hair was sleek and smooth, tucked behind her ears. Her large, brown eyes were rimmed in smudged black and her cheeks and eyelids glimmered with a hint of gold in the dim light of the driveway.

“Hi.” Her lips, wide on her face even when she wasn’t smiling, looked smooth and pink.

“You look beautiful, Kat,” I said while I shut the car door for her. “If I’m allowed to say that.”

“Of course you are. Friends can compliment each other, right?”

“Right.” We walked up the side of the driveway, the laughing voices from inside Garrett’s house spilling through his open windows. I placed a hand on her back so she’d go in front of me, and the silky fabric of her green top was cool against my palm.

“Good,” she said decisively. “Because you look really effing hot.”

I laughed while we climbed the steps onto the porch. “My sister says that. Effing. I’ve never understood it. People know what you’re really trying to say. Why not just say it?”

“An excellent question. I’m not sure. I’ll just start dropping F-bombs at work and tell them you told me to do it.”

Dropping my hands on her shoulders, I steered her into the house. Her head barely reached my chin on a normal day, so she must have been wearing heels because she was a few inches taller tonight. I whistled when I caught sight of her feet. Black spiked heels that wrapped around her slim ankle with a slender, gold ribbon that tied in the back.

Kat looked back and smirked when she saw where I’d been looking. “You told me to dress up. I don’t get to do it very often.”

“Well.” I cleared my throat while we walked in. “You did good.”

The guys greeted her, and Garrett introduced Kat to his sister. Anna hadn’t changed much in the years since I’d seen her. Her long black curtain of hair still fell down her back just like it had when we were younger. Garrett’s parents had adopted her from South Korea when she was one, and she had the exact same sense of humor as her brother. Which was unfortunate, because then Garrett thought his was appropriate.

She hugged me and when I patted her back, I caught Kat’s eyes narrow in on my hands. Then her gaze shifted away just as quickly and I couldn’t stop my grin at the tiny display of jealousy.

We made small talk for a few more minutes before Tristan jingled the keys of Michael’s SUV.

“Come on. I’ll be DD.”

I looked over at Kat and she shrugged. It wasn’t like I was planning on drinking a ton, but it would be nice to relax. Everyone else must have felt the same, because we all piled in to his Suburban. I was sandwiched in between Kat and Anna, my arms stretched across the back of the bench on either side of them. Kat was stiff next to me, her fingers clasped tightly in her lap.

When I dropped a hand and squeezed her shoulder, I felt her take a deep breath and let it out.

“I’m not good with new people,” she whispered in my ear.

“Anna’s cool,” I whispered back, angling closer to Kat. “You’ll like her.” I put my hand back on the bench, tightening my fingers onto the upholstery when it felt less natural to keep it there, rather than on Kat’s smooth, toned shoulder.

Tristan pulled up to a massive building, with a similar style to The Continental Divide, large wooden beams framing an A-shaped peaked entrance and warm lighting covering the entrance. There wasn’t a line to get in, but we still had to pay a cover fee. He asked to see everyone’s ID, but Kat’s was the only one that he studied before flicking his stern gaze up to her face. She grinned and he stamped her hand.

The building was huge and cavernous inside, a definite western feel, though the thumping music was a pop song. Booths and high-tops lined the outside, forming a U-shape around a huge, packed dance floor. There were two bars on either side of the space, bartenders flipping bottles around to the delight of the people waiting for drinks.

I caught sight of Cole where he was waving from a large, circular booth. We packed in, and like in the car, I ended up between the girls. Cole had already ordered a round of shots.

“We’re not young enough for this shit,” I groaned when I picked up the clear shot.

Kat nudged me with her elbow. “Speak for yourself.”

Cole laughed and pushed them around the table. Tristan pushed his toward Garrett, who accepted with a grin.

“Dare I ask?” Michael asked, peering at the glass.

“Iced Patron,” Cole said like it was obvious. Then he waved off the chorus of groans from the rest of us. Except Kat, who shimmied in her seat. “Guys, I don’t want to hear it. I closed on a big-ass house today and made a lot of money. I’m buying the first two rounds, and that means they’re my choice. Deal with it.”

So we did, half of us snatching a lime wedge from the bowl that the server had brought along with the shots. We clicked the glasses on the table then slammed. I didn’t cough, only puffed out a breath before sucking on a lime. Kat’s lips were puckered before she grabbed two more pieces of fruit. Anna was the only one who didn’t need a lime.

Garrett glared at her. “You had to show me up, didn’t you?”

“If you can’t keep up, big brother, might as well admit now that I can drink you under the table.” She grinned at me when Garrett scoffed. Kat shifted on the other side of me, turning toward Tristan, who was on her left.

Surprisingly, over the next couple hours, no one got up to dance. We ordered some food, a few more rounds of drinks, and talked and laughed until my cheeks hurt. At one point, Cole was telling a story that had Kat clutching her sides and leaning into me. I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, because it felt more comfortable than leaving it up on the back of the booth.

Then Garrett lifted an eyebrow at me, face full of I told you so, dipshit. My first reaction was to put my arm back onto the booth, and when I did Kat looked up at me, her face flushed prettily from laughing.

“Can I get out? I need to use the ladies room.”

Anna and I scooched to the side so she could get out, and I watched Kat weave through the crowds toward the closest restroom before she disappeared down the hallway. Anna got back in the booth before me, sliding in next to Tristan, who actively, and quite obviously, ignored her presence. I narrowed my eyes at him, because quiet as Tristan was, he wasn’t a jerk.

Anna crooked a finger at me, and I leaned over the booth to hear her. “Why don’t you ask her to dance?”

“Who, Kat?”

Considering she wasn’t biologically related to Garrett, the annoyed looks they gave me looked remarkably similar. “Yes, Kat. She keeps looking out at the dance floor.”

The music selection was eclectic: a range of 80’s pop and Top 40, slower country songs and the occasional up-tempo ones for line-dancing. I held my hands up. “Not much of a dancer. Besides, we’re just friends.”

The collective disbelief of the table made my face feel hot.

“You guys need hobbies,” I said on a laugh.

Anna slapped the table and looked around. “Well, I have no problem dancing with a friend. Because I’m a normal human being. Cole, care to escort me?”

He stood from the booth and held out a hand. “I’d be honored.”

They walked out and found a small space, Cole holding her hand with one of his own, anchoring the other around her waist when they started swaying.

“Her husband doesn’t care that she’s out with us tonight?” Michael asked while we all watched them. Tristan hadn’t moved his eyes from the couple. I don’t think he’d even blinked. Definitely not a jerk thing then, it kinda looked like an Anna thing, which made me smile a whole lot.

“Nah,” Garrett said. “He probably doesn’t even notice she’s not home.”

“Who’s not home?” Kat piped up from where she’d appeared beside me.

“Long story,” I supplied, glancing around the table where the guys watched me expectantly. Garrett stared at Kat. Then at me. Then back at Kat. I rolled my eyes. “Kat, will you dance with me?”

“Hallelujah,” I heard Garrett mutter under his breath.

Kat must not have, because she was too busy gaping at me. “Really?”

The pleasant surprise on her face spurred me into action. Standing from the booth, I clasped her hand with mine and pulled her closer to me. “Really. Can’t waste your pretty shoes, now can we?”

“No,” she said slowly. “I guess not.”

Holding her small hand tightly in my own, I made my way through the crowds. Tennessee Whiskey came through the speakers just as I found a small opening for me and Kat. I turned to her, surprised by the serious look on her face. I expected a smile, or maybe even nerves, but I found determination instead.

We didn’t say anything as she stepped into me, sliding her hand up my chest. But it didn’t settle on my shoulder like I’d thought. She pushed it around my rib cage onto my back, like she was hugging me. I brought our hands that were still clasped together up against my chest, taking my free arm and sliding it around her waist to settle on her lower back.

The beat of the song was slow and sexy, the singer’s voice deep and soulful while we swayed together, turning in an unhurried circle. My hand made a similar journey on her back, leisurely smoothing up her spine. Despite our closeness, she still held her body stiffly.

“Relax,” I whispered so only she could hear me, tilting my head so that my mouth brushed against her silky hair. “It’s just you and me.”

Her fingers tightened around mine when I did it, and her forehead dropped onto my shoulder like she couldn’t hold it upright anymore.

I knew the feeling, resting my cheek on the crown of her head while we turned. Kat was so small, so slender in my arms, her hips following the beat of music perfectly. I wasn’t even really leading us; we were just moving. When I closed my eyes, I couldn’t give a single shit that anyone might be watching us.

This was more than a dance. I tightened my arms when the beat morphed into another slow song, and she melted into me. The arm that was around my back hooked up around my shoulder, pressing us together more fully. My breath picked up, each thump of my heart matching whatever song was playing.

I couldn’t even hear it anymore. All I heard was Kat. Breathing. Sighing. Living. That sounded so cheesy in my head, but it was true. We were merely standing there by that point, feet barely shuffling, just holding each other on the packed dance floor that moved around us.

Any alcohol I’d had in my system evaporated when she tucked our hands even closer to her, so that they were sandwiched between us. The slight curves of her breasts pressed up against me and I had a hard time breathing.

When I heard her humming to the song, slightly off-key and slightly off-beat, I shifted my chin, pulling in a heady breath of her sweet scent. It was stronger tonight, which wasn’t surprising given that we were completely wrapped around each other. Another song started, a bit faster than the last one, and I gripped around her waist, loathe to break whatever spell had covered us.

Her breath hitched and her face tilted up so that I could feel her warm breath hit at the base of my throat. I pressed a kiss to her forehead, the skin under my lips feeling like silk. I don’t know what I’d thought she’d do; freeze up because we were in public, maybe pull away because our friends could see us. But she tightened her arm around my back, holding me just as tightly as I was holding her.

How this changed things between us, I didn’t know. All I knew was that anything I’d decided about Kat before tonight, about what our relationship would need to be, had just flown out the damn window.


Thirteen

Kat




In the last hour, I hadn’t said a thing. Okay, that was a lie, when our waitress swung back around by our table, I said, “A water, please.”

So … three words. I didn’t know if everyone noticed. Garrett gave me a couple narrow-eyed glances, but Dylan? Dylan noticed. He’d barely taken his eyes off of me since we sat back down. I could feel his stupid, bright blue eyes searing into my profile.

Hence my problem. I’d never been so completely within someone’s focus. Never in all my long twenty-four years. But he never wavered. The question in his eyes never waned. Not when I threw some cash in for my part of the bill, not when I refused an offer to dance from Cole, not when we walked through the dark parking lot to Tristan’s car, not on the drive back while he was sitting right next to me.

What just happened?

That was the thing that never wavered and never waned. The question that I had no possible way to answer. Because whatever had happened in that dance was beyond anything I’d ever experienced. Everyone around us on the ride home to Garrett’s was talking and laughing, but he and I sat in a tiny den of silence. Like Superman’s Fortress of Solitude, only not as awesome. Maybe he wasn’t unsure, but the only thing I was sure about was how completely not sure I was. Makes sense, right?

When I started walking toward my car (sprinting toward it, actually), I could have been honest with him after he called my name and asked if I needed him to drive me home. The alcohol had barely affected me; it was like the more my brain worked overtime, the less the alcohol penetrated my blood. But he was there in the darkness of Garrett’s driveway, looking at me with this … I don’t even know, almost pleading look in his eye.

Dylan and I needed to talk and if he drove me home, we’d be able to. So I nodded and tucked my keys back into my purse.

“Let’s take my truck,” he said quietly.

“What about my car?”

We walked down the sidewalk and took the corner to his street before he answered. “It’ll be at your place in the morning. What time do you need to leave for the clinic?”

“By nine.”

His condo was dark when he walked up the driveway, and I hesitated, not sure if we’d be letting the dog out before he drove me home. But Dylan opened the passenger door for me, a serious look on his face. That face. Ugh. I can’t believe I ever tried to convince myself that he was only averagely good-looking. He was so handsome that it hurt my eyeballs.

After I slid in the truck, I kept my face forward. It was the only form of self-preservation I had at that point. Don’t look at him. Don’t make eye contact. If I did that and saw even a shred of pity or regret in him, I’d lose it.

What just happened?

Despite the fact that neither of us spoke on the drive to my apartment, save for me telling him how to get to my apartment, it didn’t feel awkward. And I was an expert in deciphering silences. I knew what disappointed silence was like; it coated your skin in a thick, greasy coat. Awkward silence was a bit different. It gnawed at your ears and your lips, practically forcing you to break it.

This was companionable, which relieved me. No matter what conversation we needed to have, or how the question would be answered, I just needed to know that we’d still be friends.

Dylan turned the truck into the parking lot of my apartment complex, and I felt a momentary twinge of embarrassment. After being in his home, unsettled as it was, the shabbiness of my surroundings couldn’t really be ignored.

The landscaping needed a good weeding, the light bulb of the lamp post closest to my door needed to be replaced, and the car overhangs held more rust than metal. And I knew exactly when all of those things hit him, because it was when a concerned silence took over. I risked a glance at him, and saw his eyes darting around. With every new thing he saw, his jaw tightened more and more.

“Which one?” he asked tightly. I pointed to the door that led to my first floor apartment and then folded my hands into my lap while he parked the truck into the closest spot. The ticking sound of the engine was the only other sound besides his heavy, measured exhale.

“Do you,” I cleared my throat. “Do you want to come inside?”

His thumb tapped on the steering wheel for a few seconds before he turned to me. I couldn’t very well avoid looking at him without it turning awkward, so I shifted to face him. The bald intensity on his face made my heart shudder in my chest.

What just happened?

“Relax. It’s just you and me,” I said lightly, repeating his whispered words from earlier. It worked, because his face softened. He didn’t smile, but what I’d said snapped just enough of his intensity that I felt like I could breathe again.

“I don’t know if I should.”

“Hmm?”

He jerked a chin toward my front window. “If I should come in.”

Commence awkward silence. I chewed on my lip, trying not to slump into the truck bench. “Why not?”

Dylan swallowed, flicking his eyes over to me but then training them right back onto the door that lead to my apartment. “Because I promised you something. And I need to keep my word.”

Disappointment swamped me, and I struggled to keep my face even.

What just happened?

Maybe I’d never know. Maybe it would just stay right in that small space of dance floor where we’d left it. I nodded and pushed the truck door open.

“Kat,” he said as my feet hit the pavement. I turned. “You just want to talk, right?”

Then I smiled and shook my head. “As opposed to?”

“Nothing,” he replied, his voice full of smile even as his lips stayed in a straight, thoughtful line. “Go inside. Do you have a chair by that window?”

My eyebrows lifted, but I looked toward my apartment. “Yes?”

“Good. Go sit in it. So I can see you.”

“This is very odd.”

“Yes,” he said on a sigh. “Please?”

I rolled my eyes, which made him chuckle. Making Dylan laugh did very odd, very tingly things to my body. I looked down the front of my shirt after I’d walked away from the truck, and yes siree, the girls perked right up. And it was not because it was cold out.

I locked the two locks on my door before I flipped the light on in the living area. Pulling the curtains completely open, I pulled the stool that was next to the small kitchen table and moved it right by the window.

His truck was still there, but I couldn’t see him at all. I waved, and my phone rang almost immediately.

“Yes?” I drawled when I picked it up.

“Can you see me?”

“Nope.” I popped the ‘p’. The interior of his truck appeared when he reached up and clicked the cab light on. It was a dim light, but at least I could see where he was, see his face. “Ahh, there you are. So, is this a Michigan thing? I’m unfamiliar with the concept.”

He grinned, the white of his teeth looking stark against his tan skin. His hikes over the last couple weeks had given him color in his face. Nice, very, very nice color.

“Well,” he started, snapping me from my reverie, “I think this is the safest way for us to talk.”

“Safe for whom?” I muttered under my breath, lifting my eyes to his and blushing when he leaned forward over the steering wheel and gave that smolder-intense thing that made me shift in my seat.

“Something was different tonight, wasn’t it?” He said it so bluntly, with no hesitation and no confusion. “It could not have just been in my head.”

I crossed my legs in a ridiculous attempt to gain time to respond. I licked my lips and met his gaze through the window. “It wasn’t.”

“I’m torn here, Kat. I meant what I said before. I don’t think I want a serious relationship; I don’t have time for one. And you’re my friend. That’s important to me right now.”

“To me too,” I said, hating how small my voice sounded.

“The kiss,” he shrugged and I found myself leaning forward, like I could hear him better. “The kiss was one thing. One thing that I felt like we could set aside. But now we have that dance. And it was…”

“Significant,” I supplied.

In the dim light of his truck, he nodded slowly. “Significant. And I don’t know how to balance that significance with what we had already decided. What made sense for us to decide.”

The girl part of me wanted to roll my eyes, tell him that his reasoning for not wanting to give this a shot, give us a shot, was flimsy. But I couldn’t, because I was just as stubborn about things that I’d already made my mind up about. Far be it from me to judge him for doing the same. Not only that, but I would never try to force myself into an important role where I wasn’t completely, one hundred percent wanted.

But the want in me. I’d never experienced it before, and for me, that was just as significant. Significant enough that while I sat there, separated from him by only a few panes of glass and one stretch of sidewalk, I opened my mouth and let a completely unfiltered idea tumble out.

“So what if we didn’t date? What if we just … didn’t label it?”

Dylan tilted his head and regarded me, his jaw working back and forth. Then he shook his head. “What do you mean?”

I licked my lips. “I mean, we both agree that something changed. It feels different tonight, right?” There was no point in admitting that I’d probably felt the exact same surging tidal wave of lust since the moment I’d met him, but that wasn’t relevant. What was relevant was that I was quite possibly the most genius person in the entire world.

“Yeah, we can,” he said slowly, scratching the side of his face with one hand.

“So moving forward, if this … different feeling hits us again, then we act on it. No dates, no labels, no commitments. And above any of it, we stay friends.”

And as soon as the words were out of my mouth, the heat from his eyes practically melted the glass in front of me. I lifted my fingers to touch it, just to see if it was hot. He opened his mouth once, twice, then sank back in his seat.

“Do you know what it felt like for me tonight?” I continued when he didn’t say anything. I pushed my fisted hand against my breastbone. “When we danced, I felt like I was on fire, Dylan. But … I couldn’t get close enough, you know? I’ve never…”

“I know,” he said on a rush, gripping the top of the steering wheel with one hand. “Damn it, now I wish I was inside.”

I laughed, pushing the thickness down my throat that was most likely caused by my honesty. It wasn’t tears, I didn’t want to cry. But it felt so overwhelming. He overwhelmed me. And it was the first time in my life where that feeling didn’t make me want to run in the opposite direction.

“Kat, I’m going to need you to be real clear right now. Because I’m not sure I know what you’re suggesting.”

I held his eyes as directly as I could, given the distance between us. Maybe if we’d been face to face, with no barriers, I wouldn’t have had the courage to say it. Possibly not even think it. But for the first time in my life, the words came easily.

“I’m suggesting that we veer strongly into the friends with benefits category.”


Fourteen

Dylan




What just happened?

The words came out of her mouth. I saw them. Lips moving, a little smirk on her face, the color high in her cheeks. But it could not have been English, because unless I was seriously losing my mind, Kat just offered up a ridiculously convenient, horribly stupid plan.

Excitement roared through me, and I tried not to shout into the phone.

“Kat,” I said slowly, attempting to breathe through my racing thoughts. “That might be a really bad idea.”

“Why?” she all but groaned, leaning forward on her seat, gripping the phone in one hand and using her other to whip around in the air like it would help her make her point. “Don’t even try to tell me that men don’t love this shit.”

“Hey. Don’t even try to lump me in with every other man you’ve met.”

Kat exhaled, only looking mildly chastened. That actually did sting a bit. I wasn’t a monk, but I didn’t use women. I didn’t lead them on and, for the most part, I was a guy who very much believed in the concept of relationships. The fact that it had been over three years since I’d had one was beside the point.

“I’m not, Dylan. Believe me. I’m the last person that you need to convince that you’re different. Because I already know it.”

I rubbed a hand over my jaw, feeling equal parts exhausted and completely jacked up. “Yeah?”

She nodded, dropping her gaze to her lap. I wanted to see her eyes for every part of this conversation. We were walking a wire here; a misstep of microscopic proportions would send us hurtling into the air with no net to catch us.

“I don’t trust men,” she said simply, finally looking back up at me. “You are the first man that I’ve ever known who makes me feel safe.”

Knowing what little I did about her background, that didn’t surprise me, but it pained me all the same.

“That must be exhausting,” I said, not even planning to say it out loud.

“What?”

“Never being able to trust anyone. How do you ever relax?”

Kat laughed softly, shaking her head again. “It’s not that I don’t trust anyone. I trust the women at the clinic, and I do trust Bill. He’s been very supportive of me. But that’s different. He’s more of a father figure. Not …”

“Right,” I finished for her.

“I mean, looking at someone like a man. Trusting them with that part of me? It’s a new experience. I know that probably sounds pathetic.”

“No. It’s not.” She didn’t believe me. I could tell by the look on her face. I gripped the steering wheel again, mainly because that felt like the only thing that was keeping me in the truck. A leash of my own making. “I’m glad that you trust me, Kat. Because you can. Always.”

She smiled. “Of course you’d say something like that. That’s what all the perfect ones say.”

I held up a hand. “I am not perfect.”

Kat scoffed.

“I’m not,” I repeated. “And if you really think I am, then you’re just setting me up to disappoint you.”

Through the window, I saw her straighten and her face sober. “You’ll disappoint me?”

This time, I couldn’t meet her eyes, so I dropped my head back onto the headrest. “Not on purpose. But, I’ve always struggled with priorities. Work is all I’ve poured myself into for the last ten years. Any girlfriend, even the women I’ve dated casually, in that span of time has eventually complained about it, that I don’t know how to put them first.”

“Well then I guess it’s a good thing I’m not asking to be your girlfriend.” The hard edge in her voice made me lift my head to look at her again. “I’m not, Dylan. I don’t want to have a boyfriend any more than you want to be one. That’s why this is perfect.”

A car pulled up in the spot next to me, the thumping of his music breaking the thread between me and Kat. When he got out of his car, the music died, leaving a wash of silence so tangible that neither of us spoke.

“You want to know why I think it’s perfect?” she said softly, and I closed my eyes. “Because more than anything, I’m sitting here wondering what your muscles would feel like under my hands.”

“Damn it, Kat,” I whispered, feeling every inch of my skin tighten at her quietly spoken words. “I’ve never crossed this line with someone that works for me. Never. And if you keep saying things like that to me, then I will be forced to ravage you in the office the next time we’re at work together.” Her answering laugh was delighted, and it made me smile. “Especially if you smile like that after you say it. I’m a goner.”

“See?” she drew the vowels out, pointing a finger at me. “Right now, that crap right there. We could take all these tingling, happy feelings and let them manifest into tingling, happy physical actions.”

“You should have been a lawyer. Because when you make up your mind on something, God help anyone who disagrees. The human race is helpless against your logic.”

“It really is.” She nodded resolutely, then chewed on her bottom lip. “So the work thing is a big deal to you, huh?”

“It is.”

“So, the fact that I gave my notice to Bill this morning would probably help, wouldn’t it?”

My head snapped up. “You what? I’m not going to let you quit because of me. That’s insane. You’re way too great as a server.”

“Easy, killer. I didn’t quit because of you. It was always temporary, me working for him here. When I finished school and moved up to Denver for my job at the clinic, it was timely to be able to help Bill open this location. But as you can see, I don’t exactly have lavish surroundings. I can easily support myself on what I make at the clinic.” I wasn’t convinced, and she could obviously tell, because she rolled her eyes. “Dylan. For the first time since I’ve been on my own, I don’t have to work my ass off. I’ve held at least two jobs for the last four years, plus going to school. I’d kinda like to have nights and weekends off, you know?”

“What’s that like?” I muttered.

“Exactly. I want to know. I deserve to ease up a little bit.”

“And you promise you didn’t quit because of me?”

“Could your ego be any bigger?” Then she pointed two fingers at her eyes, flipping them around and pointing them at me. “Look me in the eyes, Dylan. I did not quit because of you. And I didn’t even quit. I’m giving him two weeks in case he needs me to train someone new.”

“Two weeks?”

“Mmmhmm.” One side of her mouth curved into a smile and she got the same naughty gleam in her eyes as when she started talking about my muscles under her hands. “Two weeks. Can you keep your rule intact that long?”

“What? Before we get to manifest?”

She laughed. “Exactly.”

“I can if you can.”

When she sank her head into one hand on a groan, my face split into a smile. “It’s like we’ve just set up the world’s greatest challenge.”

“I think I’ll be able to hold out longer.”

Her eyes flashed when she looked up at me. “No way, Steadman. I’ll have no problem keeping my hands off of you for two weeks.” She sniffed. “Easy peasy.”

I ground my back teeth together, the burn of holding my jaw muscles together that tightly was the only thing keeping me in the truck. The slope of her slender shoulders was outlined in the window, the lamp behind her couch made her golden hair shine. As fun as it was to joke about tempting each other, try to get the other person to cave first, looking at Kat like this told me that I’d have a serious test of my willpower over the next fourteen days.

It was like now that the switch had been flipped in my head, I couldn’t stop thinking of all the ways we could … umm, manifest.

“Do you know how badly I want to kiss you right now?” My voice sounded rough when the words came out, like my tongue and throat were coated with sand.

“Unless you’re going to come in here and do something about it,” Kat whispered, holding her hand in front of her mouth, “don’t tease.”

“Trust me, I’m torturing myself just as much right now.” She snorted, and I could see that she was tracing the edge of her bottom lip with her pointer finger. My eyes wouldn’t move from the spot, the gentle movement of her hand over her own skin. “Because you know what I can’t stop thinking about?”

Her eyes closed and her hand froze over her mouth. “What?”

“Whether you taste the same way that you smell. Like cake or frosting.”

“W-warm vanilla sugar,” she whispered.

“That’s it.” I nodded, even though she still had her eyes pinched shut. “That’s what I’ll be wondering for the next fourteen days.”

Her breathing was heavy in my ear, and with every shred of restraint I possessed, I turned the key in the ignition. When the engine rumbled over, her eyes snapped open. We held like that for a few long moments.

“Goodnight, Kat.”

“I umm, I guess I’ll see you at work, Dylan.”

The whole time I drove home, the same thought kept cycling through my head, like it had all evening.

What just happened?
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Day four of fourteen

I had grossly underestimated Kat.

She’d made it her personal mission to tempt me, to break me. Granted, she didn’t understand the depth of Steadman stubbornness, but even I had my limits. She’d started small. Every time she brushed past me that first day we worked together, she’d set her fingers somewhere on my body. First it was my back, right over the shoulder blade, when she leaned around me to grab a clean glass.

Next was my hand when she walked past me in the hallway leading to the restrooms. She’d put on more makeup than normal, too. Her lashes looked obscenely long, which made her dark brown eyes look lush and sensual. And when I’d kept my hands to myself after all the innocent touching, she stopped right next to me and pulled some lip glossout of her purse, slicking it over her lips while I stared.

“Mmm,” she hummed while she rubbed her lips together. “Smells wonderful, doesn’t it?”

“You little Jezebel,” I whispered, looking around to make sure no one was staring at us.

“Me?” She batted her eyelashes and tucked the tube into her apron.

When I walked away, I shoved at the door to the office a little harder than necessary. The staffing chart swam in front of my eyes for about thirty minutes before I gave up and went back upstairs to the bar. Before I walked in, I stopped to take a deep breath.

I could do this. I was thirty-four years old, for crying out loud. I was more than capable of controlling my urges.

Then Kat breezed through the door into the kitchen, giving me a sly little smile that made my left eye twitch. She stretched her arms over her head, arching her back. I rolled my eyes. She narrowed hers.

She picked up a plate with half a slice of cheesecake on it, using the spoon to carve a tiny piece off the side. While she held my eyes, she slid the spoon into her mouth.

“You pay for that?”

Her lips curved around the metal at the frustration tightening my voice. Of course, she didn’t answer until she pulled the spoon out slowly, licking at the corner of her mouth.

“Yes, boss.”

I swore and walked away to the sound of her laughter. But an idea formed while I stormed off. I had an appointment for Leonidas in three days. And turning the tables would be very, very fun.

Day seven of fourteen

When I walked into the clinic, the receptionist Glinda winked at me and I smiled, taking a seat closest to where I knew Kat would come out when she was ready for us. The plastic seat under me squeaked when I shifted, and Leonidas perked up from where he’d laid at my feet.

Kat called my name, not looking up from her clipboard. She was wearing bright blue scrubs, and her hair was tied up into a little spiked ponytail at the top of her head. When Leonidas and I walked through the latched gate into the main area where he’d do some physical therapy, Kat finally looked up at me. Her eyes tracked down my chest and then back up to my face.

You asshole. I could hear the words as if she’d spoken them out loud. It was complete and utter overkill, but I wore the same black dress shirt that I’d worn the night we danced. I hadn’t shaved in two days, and when she stared at the stubble on my jaw, I mentally fist-pumped.

“You look nice in that color,” I said easily, tugging on the ponytail.

“They’re scrubs.” She motioned us into an exam room, and the sight of her backside in the cotton pants made me take a deep breath.

Leonidas knew the drill by this point, and he stretched out on the mat on the floor as soon as Kat dropped on to the floor next to it. I held my tongue while she took some measurements, feeling around his back and shoulder blades.

When she moved to stand up, I stood first, holding out my hand to help her. Kat stared at it for a second, mid-crouch. Then she slid her hand in mine, I curled my fingers around hers and easily pulled her up.

“Your hand is so small compared to mine,” I said absently, holding her hand up so I could trace the edge of her fingers with mine. She swallowed and tried to move past me, but I gripped her hand and wouldn’t let her walk away. “Did you change your hair?”

“Yes,” she said on an exhale. “I colored over the pink and blue.”

I let go of her hand and gently gripped her chin, turning her face to the side. “Ahh yes. That’s it. Pity.”

Her face jerked out of my hand and she smiled sweetly. “I’m just waiting so I can bring you into the salon and have her dye my whole head the exact same shade as your eyes.”

I laughed and followed her and my dog out of the room.

Day eleven of fourteen

By day eleven, we’d hit an impasse. We were all hanging out at Garrett’s, and Kat and I sat on opposite ends of the table during our card game, basically doing carnal things to each other with just eye contact. I don’t know if she could read my mind, but the gleam in her eyes and color in her cheeks told me her thoughts were probably along the same line.

I was ready to combust. If she touched me one more time, innocent or not, that was it. I’d cave. She must have felt the same way, because we circled around each other all evening, very careful to avoid any touch.

Kat licked her bottom lip and Garrett slammed his pint glass down.

“Oh for shit’s sake. Would you two just go do it already?”

The guys laughed, but I never took my eyes from Kat, even when she covered her flaming cheeks.

Three more days.

Day fourteen of fourteen

I’d barely gotten close to her all evening. The other servers and bartenders were so effusive in their well-wishes, their declarations of how much they’d miss Kat, that I barely had the chance to talk to her. But every time our eyes would meet, there were sparks. I felt them down to my toes, through each strand of hair on my head. She never held my gaze too long, like the force of whatever she saw in my eyes was too much for her to take in.

I watched her smile at people, laugh with her coworkers all night. And all night, I wanted to scream. The frustration that I felt at being so close was staggering. She wasn’t my girlfriend. She was my friend, and we were willingly jumping into something casual and undefined. It wasn’t like me, but I couldn’t find it in me to care. Everything about it felt too perfect.

That probably should have scared me, should have warned me that this was doomed to screw up our friendship, but I wasn’t willing to go down that road.

I saw her give Bill a hug, and then go through the doors into the kitchen, probably to drop her apron off in the office. After I glanced around to make sure no one was watching, I slipped down the stairs. Kat was staring at the announcement board, her perfect stillness the only indication that she knew I’d joined her.

“I had a dream about you last night,” I said as soon as I stood behind her. My chest was close enough to her back that I could feel the heat from her body, but neither of us swayed that last couple inches. Kat merely took in a slow breath and then shifted to the side without making contact. With remarkably steady hands, she set her folded apron on Bill’s desk and then turned toward me.

“I’ll be home in fifteen minutes.” Her voice was calm, but her eyes were rioting. “You better be there in twenty.”

And then she was gone.


Sixteen

Kat




Seventeen minutes later, not that I was paying any attention, I set my purse down on the table next to the door to my apartment. Headlights sliced through the window and I froze. He couldn’t be here already, could he?

The buzzer in the speaker on the wall went off, and I jumped back like it was about to bite me.

“Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit,” I whispered while I pressed the button to unlock the entrance door for him.

I saw a mint laying on the kitchen counter and I scrambled for it, shoving it in my mouth and chomping furiously while I heard his heavy footsteps down the hallway. This was insane. I should have told him thirty minutes, because I smelled like freaking French fries. He knocked on the door, testing the door knob, which I’d locked out of habit.

“Kat?”

Oh, his voice. I sank against the wall behind me, contemplating my options. I could pretend like I wasn’t home. Except I’d buzzed him in. Hysterical laughter bubbled up my throat and I clamped it down. Truly, it had been fun to tease him the last two weeks. Watch his eyes darken and his jaw tighten every time I’d touch him. But the reality of him made the pit in my stomach yawn open so far that I thought I might puke. My experience was woefully small. I’d been kissed a handful of times, a little over-the-shirt groping with a guy in one of my classes in college.

“Kat?” he repeated, his voice closer to the door, like he was leaning in to try and see through it.

I took in a deep breath and straightened off the wall, only letting it out when I gripped the doorknob. When I pulled it open, he was gripping the doorjamb, leaning forward like he was ready to launch through.

We stared at each other for three heartbeats, the heavy thud in my chest acting like an erratic timer. Color was high in his cheeks, and the muscles in his arms flexed while he waited. I wasn’t precisely positive what he was waiting for, but when I moved back a step to let him in, he moved.

Oh, did he move.

Both of his hands framed my face, his foot kicking the door closed behind him. Without me even making the decision, my hands were fisted in his cotton shirt, the one he wore under his work shirt. We held that way for two more heartbeats, his lips hovering over mine.

“You smell like mint,” he whispered, eyes lasered on mine.

I nodded, and our noses brushed. Why was his skin so much hotter than mine? My brain cycled around that for another heartbeat, and then he fitted his lips between mine, my top lip between his.

I sighed, no sound coming from my mouth. But even that spurred him. When he pulled on my lower lip, touching his tongue to the center, I couldn’t stop shifting against him. My hips arched up, and he moved his hands down around my waist, wrapping me completely in his heat and strength.

When he shifted his head to the side, I moved mine in the opposite direction, and opened my mouth to press my tongue against his. Dylan groaned, clutching at me tighter and tighter. I wound my arms around his neck and stood up on my tiptoes to get closer to him.

But it wasn’t close enough, not by a long shot. One of his hands moved down to grip my butt and I broke my mouth away, gasping when he shifted his mouth to trail down my throat with hot, open-mouthed kisses.

I walked us backward until my back hit the wall, and Dylan got with the program really, perfectly quickly, moving his arms under my thighs so he could boost me up, pinning me to the wall.

“Better,” I breathed, cupping the sides of his face and just looking for a moment. He grinned, and the action almost made me lose my heart completely. It stretched his face, made the skin on either side of his eyes wrinkle up. I traced the lines in his skin with my thumbs.

His eyes tracked over my face, lingering around my mouth. “I love that I can stare at this now and you won’t think I’m weird.”

“You wanted to stare at my mouth?” I asked, wrinkling my nose. “I’ve always thought it was too big. Doesn’t fit my face.”

But Dylan shook his head, shifting his hips into mine where my legs were wrapped around his waist. “No way. Your mouth is perfect. When you smile, it’s so big that it changes the shape of your face.”

“Well that sounds attractive,” I said dryly. He laughed, dropping a kiss onto my mouth. It started soft and quick, but when I chased his lips after he pulled back, he sank in again. We traded kisses, traded breaths, our lips and tongues meeting again and again and again.

“What time is it?” he asked in between kisses, moving down my throat to my collarbone.

I arched, trying to see the clock on the microwave, but my head dropped back onto the wall with a thunk when he dragged his tongue up the side of my neck. “Uhh. I don’t know. I can’t think when you do that.”

He pulled away with a smile, carefully dropping my legs onto floor. I pouted, and he shook his head. “It’s almost one. I should go home for Leonidas”

Whaaaaa? I slumped against the wall, giving him a death glare. “You know, that’s exceptionally rude. You give me tongue for like four minutes and then go on your merry way? WTF, man?”

Dylan stared at me for a minute, probably looking for horns coming out of my head, then he smiled.

I’d kissed those lips. I’d never look at him again and not marvel over that fact. They were firm and smooth, lips that knew exactly what they were doing. Exactly. And his tongue…

“Wait, what?” I said when I realized he’d been speaking.

He laughed. “Why don’t you come with me? We can watch a movie or something after I let the dog out.”

I pretended to consider his offer for about two point six seconds. “Yeah, that’s fine.”

Didn’t I sound so cool and collected? Like inside I wasn’t screaming and jumping and totally pulling a Laura Linney in Love, Actually. I may have even managed an unaffected shrug.

“Want me to drive you?” he asked while I locked up my apartment.

No, hell to the no, because then it’d feel like a date and I’d probably end up begging to stay overnight. But I just shook my head and jingled my keys. “Nah, it’s okay. Then you don’t have to drive me back in the middle of the night.”

He looked around, then up at the pitch black sky. “It’s almost one o’clock in the morning. It’s already middle of the night.”

When I gave him a long look, he relented, and I followed him back to his place. Where I could jump him just inside the doorway if I wanted to. Or strip my clothes off and parade around naked just to see what he would do. Which, incidentally, was a possibility as I’d gone through half a bottle of shave cream and two razor heads on the off chance that he’d get his hands on me at some point after work.

But I’d save the peep show for later. Maybe we’d have a beer or two. Be all relaxed and happy. I’d strut into his living room and he’d give me the smolder. Like, come here, babe. Now.

A rap on the window startled me, and I glared at Dylan through the window.

“You looked pretty happy.” He nudged me after I’d gotten out of my car and we walked up the driveway. “Whatcha thinkin’ about?”

“Nothing,” I said primly, and adjusted the hem of my shirt.

“Really? Because you’d parked and then you were staring at the back of my truck like it was dripping with Ben and Jerry’s.”

I rolled my eyes. “Puh-lease. Can we go inside already?”

Dylan unlocked the front door and swept his arm to the side, letting me go in first. “Whatever the lady wants.”

When I snorted, I heard him laugh. Then I tripped on the door frame, squeaking when Dylan grabbed my waist, and my nose was roughly three inches from his hardwood floor.

“You okay?” He pulled me back up and rubbed his hands on my upper arms.

I sniffed. “Oh sure. Peachy.”

He let Leonidas out, and I smacked my forehead. Of course, I’d trip on my way into his house for our middle of the night booty call. Because I couldn’t possibly let him forget that I was a klutz. I’m sure the women who dated Dylan in the past had shiny hair and invisible pores and actual boobs that filled more than a small B cup. Me? I almost get a concussion just by walking in the door.

The slider from the backyard opened and Dylan was praising the puppy, who was wiggling against Dylan’s chest.

“You know, you shouldn’t carry him all the time. He can walk. And it’s good for him.”

Dylan saluted me and deposited Leonidas on the floor. The puppy loped over to me, and I crouched, ruffling his golden-brown fur.

“He’s getting big,” I remarked, patting his warm belly.

“Gained eleven pounds since I got him.” Dylan sounded like a proud dad, and I grinned up at him. His eyes flipped down to my mouth, and I felt my smile drop.

“So,” I said nervously, smoothing a hand down my pants while I stood. “What should we watch?”

He didn’t answer right away, just watched me while I walked around him toward the entertainment center. I plopped on the floor and opened one cabinet door. Then I looked back him. Then back at the cupboard.

“You have like … nothing in here.”

Dylan shrugged, falling back onto the couch that he’d bought the week before. “I’ve never had a ton of extra time to just sit and watch movies.”

“But,” I shook my head, “you have like four in here. That’s it. How…”

He chuckled, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees. I wondered if he knew what that did to his biceps, rounding them up against the sleeve of his shirt.

“I have five, Sprite. Braveheart because it’s the best. The Office, seasons one, two and three, because it’s the best show in the world, and Cinderella Man for the same reason as Braveheart. I get everything I need from those five cases.”

“Well,” I said skeptically, eyeing the cases for a few seconds. “I guess we’re going funny tonight.”

Dylan popped in season two of The Office while I made some grilled cheese sandwiches with the meager offerings from his fridge. Occasionally, I’d catch him looking over at me while I flipped the bread on the griddle. He never said anything, so I’d just smile and keep cooking. I made four sandwiches, in case Dylan was as hungry as I was when I finished working.

I’d just finished drawing a doodly heart of ketchup on the top of my first sandwich when he came up behind me, settling a hand on my shoulder. It was still my first reaction to tense up when someone did that, but it only took one breath before I reminded myself that it was Dylan. He laughed about my ketchup design, and I elbowed him in the stomach.

When we’d finished the second episode and all four grilled cheeses, I looked over at him where he sat on the opposite end of the couch.

“It’s almost three,” I commented.

He lifted his eyebrows. “It would seem so. You tired?”

“Not really. You?”

“Never am after a closing shift. I usually need a couple hours to decompress before I go to bed.”

My insides tightened, thrumming at a different pace as soon as he said the words go to bed. I wasn’t entirely positive how this would work. Would we be occasional make-out buddies? Were there specific bases that friends aimed for?

Sometimes, over the last two weeks especially, I’d catch myself watching him. I’d watch and wonder if he really thought he could maintain emotional distance between us. Not because I was so amazing or anything—I usually fit into the cute and quirky category before anything else—but because he just seemed like the kind of guy who had Relationships. With a capital R. A capital R relationship involved sweet gestures and public statements of dual-ownership, gifts and holidays and families.

No, sir. I wanted none of that. I was surviving without any of it, and doing quite well, thank you very much. But he didn’t seem the kind of guy who would be content with casual. He came from a large, tight-knit family, with plenty of examples of good relationships. It made me wonder, again, what he was doing with me. Why he’d want to settle for this, when he’d probably have a girlfriend in two seconds, if he wanted one.

Dylan smoothed a hand up my leg and I shifted to face him, raising an eyebrow in question.

“I asked you something.”

“Ha. Oops,” I said with a sheepish grin. “Sorry. What was it?”

“I asked if you were excited to be able to go to bed at a normal time.”

My eyes wandered down to his mouth, and I set my plate on the coffee table, then took his off of his lap and did the same. He smiled, even though I hadn’t answered his question, settling back onto the couch. I shifted to my knees on the middle cushion, then tipped my chin. “So, we said we could act on … stuff now, right?”

“You have some feelings that need to manifest?”

With two fingers, I plucked at the front of his t-shirt. “I want to see you.”

“Are you objectifying me?” he asked in mock horror, but sat up. The saying bated breath took on a whole new meaning as I watched Dylan grab his shirt with one hand, from the back, in that ridiculous way that men do it. My breath was really, really bated while he pulled his shirt forward and over his head, tossing it at me before I could even get a really good look.

I swiped the warm, Dylan-scented shirt away from my face, and then heard myself laugh. I didn’t mean to; it was totally unconscious. His eyebrows lifted for a moment, then he narrowed his eyes at me. That made me fall backwards and laugh even harder. Like when you’re in church and shouldn’t be laughing, but that makes you laugh even harder.

I couldn’t help it. He was so perfect that the only thing I could do, because I was me, was laugh. He had crossed his arms over his chest, his wide, broad, magnificent chest and kept watching me.

When I finally caught my breath, I sat up and traced my eyes over everything I could see. He had a small stretch of dark chest hair over his pecs, and then a thin line leading down into his jeans. Underneath his folded arms, the straight, muscled slab of his stomach made me breathe a little bit quicker.

“You done yet?” he asked in a rough voice that made me close my eyes.

I nodded, shifting forward so I could settle on his lap. By the time I swung my leg on the other side of him, his large hands settled onto my hips. Very lightly, I rested my hands on his shoulders while he arranged me.

Don’t act like a virgin, don’t act like a virgin, I chanted in my head when I felt him hard underneath me. Like, hard. So I took a deep breath, and met his eyes while I traced over his shoulder muscles, down his biceps and then back up. When my hand smoothed over his heart, the thrashing underneath my palm took me by surprise.

Dylan smoothed his hands up my back, underneath the thin layer of my shirt.

“You know,” I said, watching my hands trace along his tanned skin, “I think that this may have been the greatest idea I’ve ever had.”

He drew me in, giving me slow, sweet kisses. It felt like he was figuring out what I tasted like, and he couldn’t make up his mind.

“I agree,” he replied, his voice dark and low.

“Are we gonna do it now?”

“Not right now, Sprite. Let’s work our way up to it.”

Naturally, I pouted. Then he laughed, pulling me into his chest, where I happily snuggled in for the next few hours.
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When my phone rang, I didn’t even look at the screen. I’d only been asleep for about three hours by that point, given that Kat had stayed over until almost five a.m. watching The Office, occasionally kissing, but mostly driving me insane with the heated looks that she’d skim over my body.

“Hullo?”

“Are you sick?” My sister, Casey, bellowed into my ear and I pulled the phone away, digging my face into my pillow.

“No, but I think I’m deaf now.”

“Big baby. Whatcha doin’?”

“Well, I was sleeping.”

She laughed, and I heard shuffling in the background. “Still? Oh, you probably worked late, huh?”

Work until 12:30 a.m., go to bed at 5:02 a.m.—probably not a time breakdown that she needed to know. I clicked the button and put speakerphone on, tossing it on the pillow next to my head.

“Uh-huh. What’s up?” I rolled to my back, covering my face with one hand and petting Leonidas’s head with the other while he stretched along my side.

“Welllllll, I was thinking that maybe you need to actually use your guest room for something.”

“I use it now. It does very well holding all the boxes I don’t feel like unpacking.”

“Oh! I can help with that. I think I’m nesting a few months early.”

That made me smile. Casey was the most anal retentive person I’d ever met, everything color-coded, alphabetized and labeled. She’d been nesting her entire life. “You think I want you to come visit me?”

“Oh, I expected you to say no to me. But you can’t say no to me and Mom.”

The groan that I let out made Leonidas pop his head up, then he rested it on my stomach, watching me with oddly perceptive dark brown eyes. When I pinched the corner of one of his floppy ears with my thumb and forefinger, he turned his head to give me a playful nip.

“I’ve barely been gone for two months. I mean, I expected that me moving would upend your world, but this is excessive even for you.”

Even as I said it, I wasn’t sure she’d be able to tell that it actually warmed me immensely that they wanted to visit already. They were all so busy, everyone’s lives so full of things; I didn’t think anyone would venture west for at least six months, maybe even waiting for me to come home for a holiday first.

“Please? Come on.”

“I’m rolling my eyes right now,” I said, my hand still covering them and blocking out the eastern sun that filtered through my window. “You’re begging me when you full well know that I’m not going to tell you no.”

She squealed, and the pitch of her voice made Leonidas tilt his head to the side.

“Oh yay! Jake doesn’t want me flying anywhere or going more than one hour away from my hospital at all during my third trimester, so I need to go now.”

“Yeah, I’m surprised Army Man is letting you out of his sight now that you’re carrying his undoubtedly strong offspring.”

“Oh, he’s going to be gone for two weeks for some training thing now that he’s been promoted to Captain. Mom and I are looking to go during one of those weekends.”

I scratched the side of my chest. “When is that?”

“He leaves in a month, so hopefully tickets aren’t crazy expensive.”

“Who’s going to watch Remy?” Jake’s German Shepherd was one of the most badass dogs I’d ever met, and I looked down at Leonidas where he was gnawing on the corner of my white bedsheet and shook my head.

“Dad said he would.”

“Dad’s not going to come?” I asked the question easily enough, but I couldn’t help but feel a tiny stab of disappointment that he might not want to come. All three of my brothers lived near my parents, so he’d never had to travel to see them, but the cynical part of me said that if it was any one of them, he’d have come. Which wasn’t fair, I knew it, but I’d just always felt the tiniest bit of separation between me and my parents, compared to the twins and Tate.

“If we can find a good price on tickets, he might. I didn’t really ask beyond that. Maybe he thinks it’ll be more fun for Mom and I to travel together. Girls’ trip.”

“Oh sure,” I said dryly. “Just my favorite way to spend the weekend.”

“Zip it. Speaking of women…”

I grabbed for the phone. “Okay, I’m hanging up now. Bye.”

Casey laughed and I felt a pang, realizing how much I missed her. She was living such a big part of her life right now, and I wasn’t there. I’d always been there for her, and it was glaringly obvious that she didn’t need me.

“Stop. I’m kidding. Only I’m not, if there’s anything you want to tell me.”

Maybe it was bad, but it hadn’t crossed my mind to tell her about Kat. Not because Kat wasn’t important to me—she was. She’d quickly become my favorite person to be around since moving to Colorado. And since the majority of the time I’d spent with her so far had just been as friends, I felt like I still wanted to guard whatever we’d become now. Not keep it a secret, so much, but protect it.

If Casey sunk her claws into my friendship with Kat, especially now that she was coming to visit, I knew Kat well enough by now to know that she’d run—hard and fast. And she’d never look back.

“No women to speak of, at least not what you’re asking for. I’ve made some friends, thanks to Garrett and work, but that’s it.”

“Hmmph. Boring.”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

“Yeah well, that’s nothing new.” Casey said something, obviously cupping the speaker of the phone. “Okay, I gotta go. I’ll email you if Mom and I book some tickets.”

“So I can go back to sleep now?”

“Yes,” she sighed. “Bye, big brother.”

“Uh huh.” I clicked on the screen to hang up the call and rolled over into my pillow.

I’d just started falling back asleep when the alarm went off on my phone. I grabbed it, feeling groggy all over again and cursed when I saw the reminder for a therapy appointment for Leonidas in an hour.

Kat had wanted to try hydrotherapy for him, use it to help strengthen some of his back muscles when walking normally. We’d scheduled it over a week ago, when I wasn’t allowed to touch or kiss her, so I knew this would be an interesting appointment.

Forty-five minutes later, Leonidas was poking his head out of the open passenger window, his fur flying around his face and his tongue lolling out of his head. I took a sip from the travel coffee cup from the console, wincing when I burned my tongue on the bitter liquid.

I hooked Leonidas’s leash onto his collar, forcing myself to not pick him up, to let him do his awkward little gallop across the empty parking lot. What the hell had I been thinking scheduling an appointment at ten o’clock in the morning?

But walking into the clinic helped, because the sight of Kat wearing men’s board shorts and a skin-tight, bright blue tank top over them was enough to perk me up.

“Nice outfit. I think I have the same swim trunks.”

She rolled her eyes, mixing some creamer into her cup of coffee. “We wear them when we’re doing therapy in the tank. It’s not like I could wear my bikini bottoms.”

I leaned in, taking great satisfaction from the shudder that went through her when I tucked a messy piece of hair behind her ear.

“What color bikini bottoms?”

Kat smacked me in the stomach and walked through the gate into the main area. I waved at Glinda, and actively ignored the way she narrowed her eyes at me and Kat.

Leonidas and I followed Kat through a glass door that housed a small length of track, almost like a treadmill with clear walls and an entrance at the back part. With efficient movements that spoke of experience, Kat grabbed something that looked like a doggy life vest, strapping it around Leonidas’s belly and tightening the straps. He sniffed at it furiously, trying to turn in circles to investigate it.

“Should I help?” I asked, feeling a little helpless while she fluttered around the room. She hadn’t really met my eyes since I arrived. I couldn’t help but wonder if having me here, in her work place now that we’d become something else, disconcerted her the way it had me.

“Nope,” she pointed to the corner of the room. “You can take a seat there and just watch.”

With a whistle and some snaps of her fingers, she encouraged Leonidas to walk through a hinged door and up onto the treadmill. After he’d sniffed around, she hopped in with him, and latched the door behind her. While she held onto his leash with one hand, she leaned forward to the panel at the front of the apparatus and clicked some buttons.

The treadmill started at a slow pace, and Leonidas stumbled only once before he figured it out. Then water slowly started filling the tank. It tripped him up at first, his nose sniffing at the water around his paws as it raised in height. Soon he was up to his chest, the buoyancy from the water allowing him to walk pretty normally, since it supported the under-side of his belly, and the life-jacket thingy held him up in the water.

Kat grinned at him from where she had her feet perched on either side of the treadmill in the water. It lapped at her knees, and Leonidas’s tail started whipping back and forth in the water the more she increased the speed of the treadmill.

“Walking like this,” she explained, drawing her hand down in a line parallel to his back, “he’s using his muscles differently that he usually does. Because his chest, shoulders and hips don’t usually line up this way, line up straight.”

“Makes sense,” I said with no small sense of awe. “This is really amazing, Kat. Thank you.”

For the first time all morning, she met my eyes. Her gaze was so direct, but I could see more than a tinge of vulnerability. “Don’t thank me.” She shrugged. “I didn’t come up with this thing.”

“No, but you’re really great at your job. And that helps me. It’s not like I know what I’m doing.”

She shrugged again, obviously uncomfortable with my praise. But maybe she hadn’t had much of that. Ever. A teacher or two at school, Bill at the bar. But I knew well enough now that she didn’t really have friends, and definitely didn’t have family.

And it shamed me a little, knowing that I’d had an opportunity to talk about her to Casey, to tell my sister about this smart, funny and kind woman that I’d befriended. And whatever else she might be at the moment.

“You know,” I said slowly, watching her face carefully, “I talked to my sister this morning. And I think she and my mom are going to be coming out for a visit in a month or so.”

“Oh.” She looked around the room before coming back to me. “That’s nice.”

She hit a few buttons and the water started receding. I waited until she’d finished unhooking Leonidas and grabbed a few towels. She still hadn’t looked at me, but I took one of the towels from her and started wiping down Leonidas, who was panting happily.

“So would you want to meet them?”

Kat froze, then started wiping off her legs with fast, mechanical movements. “I don’t have to. I wouldn’t want to intrude on family time.”

Then she left the room. It wasn’t fair to feel frustrated, because I knew there’d been a chance that she’d freak out. But I didn’t expect her to completely shut me down. Once Leonidas was fairly dry, I hooked up his leash and walked to our usual exam room. I stopped briefly when a black and gray cat wheeled by. Really, his back legs, or where his back legs should be, were resting on a small car, and he used his front legs to propel himself forward.

I looked down and Leonidas was watching it too, with a tilted head.

“Okay, boy, let’s go see if we can’t fix whatever we just screwed up.”

His face lifted when I spoke to him, and I could almost see in his eyes, We? Buddy, this is all you.

Kat was in the exam room, studying a clipboard like her life depended on it. For a second, she glanced up at me, but then shifted her face back down to the papers in her hands. “Oh, he’s done. You can go check out with Glinda to schedule his next appointment. Just tell her to add in an extra thirty minutes on his normal time so we can do hydrotherapy at the same time as his checkup.”

“Kat,” I started, but she held up a hand. It went against my nature, but I closed my mouth and waited.

“I know I don’t have normal reactions to things. I know that. But I don’t really know how to do the family thing. I mean, you saw me when I met Anna. She’s perfectly nice, and when confronted with a beautiful woman who knows how to coordinate her outfits, I become this mute bitch person. I don’t … I don’t want to do that with your family.”

More than anything, I wanted to wrap her up in my arms and just … hold her close. But how did you explain to someone who’d never experienced it that your family would instantly accept and probably love her? You didn’t. She’d never believe me, she’d just have to meet them and figure it out for herself.

The only thing that might make her feel better was if I was honest. But I still thought for a second before I answered. “I think you probably know how to do the family thing better than you realize. I mean, what do you think you’ve been doing with me and the guys the last couple months?”

Kat didn’t say anything, but she let out a deep breath and then turned to me. “That’s not the same and you know it.”

I smiled. “I know. But it was a nice try, wasn’t it?”

“Yes. But I can’t help that my first reaction to meeting your family is abject terror, Dylan. Like, I’m having a hard time standing here right now because that’s what you want of me.”

“I’ve felt terror about Casey, too. Don’t worry. She threatened to kill me with a curling iron once.”

It had the desired effect, because Kat’s mouth relaxed into a tiny smile. “Can we just wait? See how I feel when they’re here?”

“Of course,” I replied quickly, feeling a wave of relief that she wasn’t shutting me down completely. But her face was still so pale and her pulse was pounding under the translucent skin of her neck. She just may have been serious when she used the word terror.

I eased my hand across her shoulder blades and started pulling her into my chest, but she braced a hand over my heart. “No. Not here.”

Even though I nodded and gave her an easy smile when I pulled my arm back, the prick of disappointment that I felt at the wall she’d shoved between us couldn’t be helped.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, keeping her eyes trained onto the floor. “I just … not here, please? It’s not that I don’t want to, or—”

“It’s fine, Kat. I understand.”

Her grateful smile helped. But the entirety of how her background affected her was finally becoming clearer. And I was pretty sure in that moment that I was out of my depth completely.
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Seeing Dylan sprawled on my couch was freaking weird. He was so big, the way his arm was slung along the back, his long legs braced on the coffee table that I could barely reach with my own feet.

And there I sat on the other end, my hands knotted in my lap, not paying the slightest bit of attention to what he’d put on the TV. Definitely part of my discomfort was that fact that we were actually at my place. That so rarely happened, but my car had been acting up, so he agreed to come over.

But seeing him so comfortable in my space was only part of it. My snappish behavior at the clinic a couple days earlier ran on an endless track in my brain, and I couldn’t stop it no matter how much I wanted to. It was a weird thing, to know that I was being legit crazy about his request to meet his mom and sister, about the fact that I all but freaked out when he tried to hug me in public, but not be able to do anything about it.

Like I wasn’t stronger than my unconscious reactions. That made me look down at my lap, with a twinge of shame that pinched at my stomach. When Dylan dropped his hand off the back of the couch to gently push at my shoulder, I pasted a smile on my face and shifted to face him.

“Can I ask you something, Sprite?”

“Of course.”

Tapping his thumb on the remote, he lowered the volume on the TV and I got inexplicably nervous. “I shouldn’t have tried to hug you at the clinic, huh?”

While I was mildly surprised that he didn’t bring up the visit first, I tried to keep my face neutral, though it was probably bright red. “I don’t know. Maybe not.”

He laughed easily. “Well, that clears it up.”

“Hey,” I said with a slight edge and his smile smoothed out a touch, “I can’t help it that public displays make me twitchy. And this is new for me. I don’t know what the rules are.”

“I don’t either. So don’t grope you at work, no problem.” He crossed his arms over his chest, looking completely unfazed by my prickliness.

“You shouldn’t grope me anywhere,” I mumbled, not really meaning it. And he could tell by the way he turned and caged me into my seat with his thick, muscled arms on either side of me.

“No?” He dropped a kiss to my collarbone and I sighed.

“It’s not a nice word. Groping doesn’t sound like something I’d enjoy.”

“Okay,” he said, pulling back a little, and I tried not to whimper. Then he dragged the tip of one finger up along the line of my neck, tracing the bud of my ear. “What about touching? Does that sound better?”

“You’re evil,” I moaned, fisting two hands into his shirt and yanking him back down on top of me. But he held his mouth away from mine, his blue eyes dancing with a playful light that he wore effortlessly. “How am I supposed to tell you my boundaries when you’re doing this?”

The tip of his tongue followed the edge of my jaw and my hips tilted up like he’d yanked on a string that was twisted around my bones. The sharp edges of his teeth caught my skin and tugged.

“So I shouldn’t do this in front of other people?”

“No,” I snapped, gripping the sides of his face and trying to turn his mouth toward mine. But damn him, he chuckled into my neck and resisted my advances like he was swatting away a gnat.

“Do you want me to ignore you in front of the guys? Act like you don’t melt like sugar on my tongue?”

“I …” My brain stalled completely when he sucked on my neck. “I don’t know. Don’t ignore me. But …”

“But?” One of his huge, calloused hands smoothed up my side and traced the edges of my ribs, arching my back up so that my breasts pressed against him.

My head was swimming and I sank away from him, trying to make sense of the fact that we were having an important conversation. Right now. I couldn’t even remember what my opinion was on cheese at the given moment, let alone whether I was ready for the guys to know about us.

“But,” I said haltingly, bracing a hand on his chest so that I knew he was paying attention to me, and he was. There was a smile in his eyes, but he was looking. I smiled back. “But no, I’m not ready for the whole group to know about … this.”

Dylan pulled in a deep breath and it made his chest expand, the front of our shirts touching again. Just that tiny point of contact was enough to start my heart racing again. He nodded and I pushed up, forcing him backward. When I swung a leg over his lap, he got with the program real quick.

Good boy.

I writhed in place until I was settled over his strong legs, and the small circles of my hips made him grasp my thighs so tightly that I moaned.

“You are killing me, woman,” he said in a rough, scraping voice.

“Will you kiss me now?” I whispered, our lips touching with my words because we were so close.

We both moved, angling our heads and meeting in the middle. His tongue pushed into my mouth and I sucked on it, eliciting a tortured groan from deep within his chest.

Note to self: Dylan enjoys the tongue-sucking.

I’d never felt sexy in my life, not once. But wrapped around Dylan like I was, feeling the effect that I was having on him, I wouldn’t have been surprised if my entire body was covered in flames.

Then two things happened at once to totally kill my mojo.

1.Dylan slid a hand inside my thigh, edging his fingers beyond the hem of my shorts, like, an inch from the Promised Land.

2.My brain shut off.

“I’m totally a virgin,” I blurted out. His eyes popped open and stared into mine. Then he blinked a few times, breathing heavily into my mouth. And I didn’t stop there. Oh no. “Yeah, I’m a virgin. And I thought you should know before anything gets inserted there and you’re like, whoa, this hoohah is very inexperienced.”

His face stayed frozen in that shocked mask for another breath, then he started laughing. A big, delighted, purely amused laugh that came from deep within his belly. I might have been embarrassed, but he wrapped his arms around me and held me so tightly that I could barely breathe. So I snuggled in and let his laugh vibrate through me.

After another minute, he quieted down and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “I’m glad you told me.”

I pulled back and wrinkled my nose at him. “I didn’t do it because I wanted to stop. I was just … being honest.”

His eyes tracked over my face and settled on my mouth before he dipped forward to kiss me again. It was a soothing kiss, not one that was meant to amp me back up or divest me of my clothes. Me and my stupid mouth.

“I know we don’t have to stop, but we’re also not trying to win a race, right?”

I growled a little and he leaned forward to take my bottom lip between his teeth. The small bite was enough to silence me, and he looked all too pleased by it when he settled back on the couch. His hands smoothed over my hips and up my back, a fluid motion that he didn’t stop until I relaxed.

“I’m not trying to be a saint, Kat, trust me.” He lifted an eyebrow and then looked down at his lap, which made me laugh, because yeah. He wasn’t. “But I don’t mind waiting.”

“Waiting for what?” I whined. Only a little. Like, a womanly, mature sounding whine.

“Until you can let me touch you there without jumping a foot in the air and yelling out the status of your sexual experience.” He kissed me again, moving his hands up to tangle in my hair. “And maybe you’ll learn that waiting can be fun too. There’s so many things we can do in the meantime.”

I swooned. Just a little. “Yeah?”

Dylan nodded, his lips brushing against mine. “All those benefits we haven’t explored yet.”

My skin tightened at the low, husky tone of his voice. “Which ones?”

With one hand, he pushed my shoulder until I was laying back on the couch. He braced above me and slowly pushed up the hem of my shirt. When he scooched down and settled with his shoulders in between my legs, I stopped breathing. I don’t know why, but I covered my eyes with my hand and focused on what I could smell and feel and hear.

His breathing deepened when he smelled the skin around my belly button.

“This is one of them,” he whispered. Then his tongue dragged in the shape of a heart on my stomach and I laughed. “And I know the answer to my question now.”

“What question is that?” I groaned.

“You definitely do taste as good you smell.” And then he pulled my shirt up further and kept his taste-test going until I could barely breathe.
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“So,” Garrett said in between wolfish bites of the sandwich he’d made.

“Could you chew with your mouth closed, please?”

He rolled his eyes. “So are you and Kat going to hold hands during the poker game?”

When I threw a wadded-up napkin at him, it bounced off his forehead and didn’t slow his chewing at all. “Am I going to regret telling you about our little arrangement?”

“Most likely. She gonna be here soon?”

“Yeah.” I tipped my head back and stared up at the ceiling. “Don’t make it a thing, okay? It’ll freak her out.”

“If she can’t talk about it, maybe she shouldn’t be doing it. Did that ever occur to you?”

He was obviously prepared for me to lift my head and glare at him, because he already had his middle finger up when I did it. “We’re not doing it.”

“Not yet,” he said with a meaningful glance. “Don’t even deny that you’ve thought about it.”

“I’m not denying it.” We’d only seen each other once in the last week, and she’d been a little reserved. The thing with my family obviously freaked her out more than I realized. She hadn’t been rude or even stand-offish, but I could tell she was holding herself back from me. Maybe not physically, but the wall was there between us nonetheless. But despite her reservations, even if they didn’t seem completely justified to me, of course I was thinking about it. I wasn’t dead. And Kat was driving me crazy in a way that I was wholly unprepared for.

“Okay, so can you explain to me how what you’re doing isn’t actually dating? The whole thing doesn’t make sense to me.”

“That’s because you have the IQ of a rock.”

Garrett flipped his middle finger up at me again. “Can’t answer the question, Steadman?”

With a groan, I leaned back against the counter. “It’s not that I can’t answer it, I just don’t see why I should have to. You already know I don’t want a serious relationship. Not only did I just move here, but man, you of anyone else remember the luck I had with girlfriends.”

He nodded with wide eyes. “Bitches. All of them.”

“They weren’t bitches, Garrett, they just wanted more than I could give them. And it gets old really fast to constantly feel like you can’t measure up to what a woman expects of you on a daily basis. I don’t want to have that hanging over my head when I’m starting over in this brand new place in my life. It’s the perfect arrangement for us, because believe me, she wants a relationship even less than I do.”

He lifted his eyebrows briefly. “Why don’t you want the guys to know?”

“It’s not that I want to hide it, but what would I say? Hey guys, neither Kat or I want a relationship, we’re just using each other.” I shot him a look. “Not only does that sound horrible, but they’d kick my ass, probably blame me for anything that went wrong.”

“Probably,” Garrett said with a nod. But his face looked strangely sympathetic. “We like her, you know? She’s kind of our little mascot. And if you do something dick-ish, she’d stop coming around. Then we’d have to vote you off the island.”

I rolled my eyes, but stopped when I saw how serious Garrett looked. The sound of Kat’s car roaring down the street halted our conversation. “I’m not going to do anything to her. It’s a lot more likely that she’ll end pushing me away, honestly.”

He looked completely unconvinced. “Yeah, because you’ll do something dick-ish. You’ll get it in your thick head that the rules will change. I just think this a stupid idea in general.”

“We’re adults, dude. Calm down.”

Garrett held his hands up in concession and went to open the door for Kat after she knocked. She smiled up at him, then her eyes searched me out immediately. My heart expanded on a thick beat at the way her smile softened. This wasn’t distant Kat tonight, she looked like my Kat again.

My Kat.

The thought unnerved me, because she wasn’t really my Kat. I was just … borrowing snippets of her time.

“Hey,” she said as she slid onto the couch, kicking at my foot where it was resting on the coffee table.

“How was your day, dear?”

Kat snickered, wrapping her arms around the throw pillow she’d hauled into her lap. “Good. We had a pot-belly pig come in today. His name is Rufus.”

“Interesting.”

“I think I want one.”

I tilted my head. “A pig?”

“I know.” She deflated, like I’d told her no. “I’m pretty sure my landlord would evict me if he ever found out.”

“Yeah, maybe wait until you own your own place before you get a pet swine.”

She glanced over at me and was about to answer when Michael and Tristan burst through the door, followed closely by Cole. They were arguing about the Broncos salary cap like it was the key to world peace.

Tristan flung his hands in the air and bit out a curse when Cole said they should’ve let go of some defensive players to make room in the salary cap for a better quarterback. Kat and I traded a glance, because Tristan was easily the least demonstrative of the group. He kept to himself, only spoke when absolutely necessary and didn’t really offer his opinions until you specifically asked him to.

Then he stalked over to the couch and fell backwards onto the cushions, glaring over at his brother and Cole.

“You don’t agree, huh?” Kat asked, the picture of innocence. Even batting her eyelashes at him. Tristan took a deep breath and then stared up at the ceiling.

“Nope.” Just one word, one syllable. Of course. I shook my head when he didn’t offer anything else. Kat started laughing, which made Tristan’s face ease into a reluctant smile. She had that effect on all of the guys, honestly. Which meant Garrett was right. If I screwed it up and pissed her off, they were just as likely to keep her around over me.

We started our poker game, Kat blatantly cheating by peering over my shoulder when she’d get up for a drink of water. I tried angling my cards in when she returned to her seat, but she just snaked her hand down and lifted my arm by the wrist so she could see.

“What the hell?” Michael grumbled. “Someone take her chips away.”

Garrett snorted and threw two more chips into the pile. “Please, like Dylan will do anything to stop her. If she wanted to dye his hair pink, he’d hand her the color with a smile on his face.”

I whipped my head over to him, giving him a warning look, but he wasn’t paying me a single speck of attention. Thankfully, it seemed, the guys weren’t giving him any more attention than that. But when I looked over at Kat’s face, her eyes were huge and her mouth set in a thin, unamused line.

We hadn’t precisely discussed whether the guys should know or not, but it didn’t surprise me that she’d hate if they did. Making our arrangement common knowledge probably ranked somewhere beneath her hatred of public displays of affection (as I discovered at Leonidas’s appointment the other day). It shouldn’t have bothered me, that she’d pushed away like that, but it kinda did. I certainly didn’t expect her to make-out with me on the poker table or anything, but if I felt like grabbing her hand, I should be able to.

The game continued, and I took a chance and slid my hand over Kat’s bare thigh, but she tensed immediately. She didn’t move her leg away, but her face bloomed with color and her shoulders and arms went rigid. And her eyes practically breathed fire when she looked over at me.

Garrett chuckled, and I looked over. He was staring right at my arm where it disappeared under the table. Then he muttered under his breath, “Such a stupid idea.”

Suddenly Kat’s chair shoved back from the table and she marched around to where Garrett sat. He grinned at her until she snatched his ear with her hand and yanked him to standing.

“Ow, what the hell, Perry? Let go of my ear!”

The four of us left at the table gaped while Kat marched straight to the slider leading into Garrett’s backyard, dragging the six-two man behind her and never letting go of the hold she had on his ear. His bellowed curses muted after she pulled him into the backyard, only letting go of him long enough to slam the slider shut behind her.

“Is anyone else confused?” Cole asked. Michael and Tristan raised their hands. I just slumped in my chair.

“One of us should probably go check. Make sure she doesn’t rip his ear off,” Michael asked after taking a long swallow from his beer. “Actually, maybe we should wait. He deserves it, I’m sure.”

I was just about to offer to go out there when Kat whipped the door open again and pointed a shaking finger at me. “You. Get your ass out here.”

“I’ll go,” I said, standing quickly before one of them decided to press the issue.

By the time I quietly opened the slider, I could hear their muted voices.

“I’ve never seen you mad before, Sprite. It’s kinda awesome. If you hadn’t turned to violence.”

“I’m not mad,” she huffed. “I just don’t understand why you can’t keep your mouth shut.”

I turned the corner to find Garrett leaning up against his house, cradling the side of his head with one hand. He glared at me. “Thanks for showing up now. You couldn’t have stopped her before?”

“He couldn’t have stopped me,” Kat snapped. “You think it’s one big joke, but it’s not at all humorous to me that you’re using my business to try and be funny. How would you like it if I aired your private stuff even though I knew you didn’t want anyone to know about it?”

I tucked my hands into the back pockets of my jeans and rocked on my heels. Kat didn’t mean her statements as darts, but nevertheless, each one landed with precision somewhere in the region of my chest. Because it felt like she was embarrassed. Of me.

Garrett rolled his eyes. “Geez. Sorry. I didn’t think you’d get so pissy.”

“Hey,” I said in a hard voice. “Don’t call her pissy. And that’s a pathetic excuse for an apology, Garrett.”

“Oh,” she said on a laugh, making bullet-eyes at me. Like, if she was physically capable, she would be shooting them at me with her eyeballs. “He’s not the only one who’s going to need to apologize, Mr. Grabby Hands.”

He straightened from the side of the house, giving me a stern look and then set his hands on Kat’s shoulders. “Katharina, my darling, I truly never meant to offend you. You two are just so damn cute that I can’t keep my mouth shut.” Kat narrowed her eyes and I shook my head. But Garrett dogged along. “Would you please accept my sincerest apology? I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I’ll beg for it all the same. I am your humble slave until it’s been granted to me.”

Unbelievable. Honestly, I never questioned why he was single. Kat held the glare longer than I expected, but after a few seconds, her lips curved up to one side. “Fine. I’d rather forgive you than have to deal with you as my slave. Just keep your mouth shut, okay?”

Garrett glanced over at me and I kept my face even. It was more difficult than I expected, because I thought maybe she’d say something like, just don’t say anything for now. Or I’m not ready for everyone to know. But she’d effectively slammed the door shut on either of those possibilities. I clenched my hands into fists when Garrett walked back into the house, and when Kat made no move to go back in the house, I grabbed her hand and pulled her in front of me.

“Hey,” I said gently. “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for, Dylan? I need to hear it.”

Shit. I hadn’t expected that she’d need specifics. With the hand that wasn’t holding hers, I scratched the side of my cheek. “Umm …”

“You weren’t capable of respecting my boundaries for even one night after we talked about this. One night, Dylan. I told you that public displays make me twitchy.”

“A public display?” Instead of dropping her hand like she probably wanted me to, I weaved my fingers through hers, fighting against the defensiveness that was swelling up in my blood. “Kat, I touched your leg for five seconds. And not once in our conversation did you talk about how you expected me to act around the guys.”

She was chewing on the inside of her cheeks, eyes darting around, landing on anything except me. “I hate it when you’re sort of right. It pisses me off.”

“Sorry?”

Finally, her mahogany eyes met mine, and I saw the softening in them. “You should be.”

Even though the sentiment made me want to crack a tiny smile, I couldn’t help but feel a little unbalanced. How was this the same woman who asked me to strip off my shirt so she could feel my skin under her hands? Who straddled my lap and scratched my scalp while we traded deep, soul-sucking kisses?

“You’ll always keep me on my toes, won’t you?” The question was purely rhetorical, because I’d never intended to give her time to answer. I stamped my mouth over hers, gripping my hand into the short, disheveled hair that always tumbled around her face. She squeaked in surprise, but clamped her hands on my waist and met the sweeping motions of my tongue with answering ones of her own.

I walked us backward until her back met the house and wrapped my other arm around her back. She tore her mouth away and gasped for breath. I kissed the angle of her jaw.

“Dylan,” she whispered. “They’re just inside.”

“And they can’t see us. That’s what you’re worried about, right?” My voice was harsh, but much milder than the pounding frustration I was feeling in my body. “Do you want me to stop? Do you want us to stop?”

Kat hesitated, but ran her hand along the length of my arm, scratching her nails lightly on my skin. Her eyes were pinched shut, so I dropped kisses on each. They flipped open in surprise when I pulled back. As close as we were, and with how the bright the sun was behind me, I could see flecks of green in her irises that I’d never noticed. Deep forest green among the brown, and they gazed at me with heat and anger and a little bit of wonder.

“All you have to do is say the word, and I will.” I kissed one side of her mouth, then the other. “Are you asking me to stop, Kat?”

I was drowning in her eyes while I waited, and my heart seemed to halt in my chest. Then she shook her head. Her hands snaked around the back of my neck, and I dove in again, taking deeper and deeper kisses from her, like I could suck the air from her lungs if I tried hard enough.

The sharp points of her nails dug into my skin, and I pressed against her more fully. Everything faded, and it must have for her too, because all I could hear was the rushing blood in my ears and all I could feel was the softness of her lips—the wet slide of her tongue and the smooth skin of her waist where I’d pushed my hand under her shirt.

Drugged. I felt drugged.

Like everything was fuzzy and more clear than it had ever been, all at the same time. My thumb made tiny circles around her belly button; the flat, toned skin of her stomach like silk under my hand. She laughed into my mouth and I pulled back.

“Ticklish?”

“I guess. I never knew that I was.”

The statement could have sobered me, if I wasn’t fully immersed in how she felt wrapped around me. Nobody had ever tickled her before. And she was trusting me enough for all of this. The enormity of that made me feel like such an ass for being upset earlier. If she needed to go slow, be careful of who knew about us, then I could be man enough to respect that.

My hand smoothed up her stomach and felt along the edge of her bra before pushing up underneath it. Her smile faded, her cheeks pinked and her eyelids fluttered closed. Her flesh was so warm, the perfect size for my hands. Kat was so small, but the subtle curves pressed against my palm made me feel like I was about to snap, right there against the side of Garrett’s house.

Reality filtered in, the sounds of cars driving down the street and the brightness of sun made me pull my head back, slowly drop my hand back down to her waist. My head fell to the curve of her neck, and we just stood there, breathing.

“We should probably go back in,” I said, and she laughed softly at the grumpy tone in my voice.

“Yeah.” But instead of pushing me away, Kat cupped the sides of my face with her hands. “Hey. I know I freak out sometimes. But … don’t give up on me. Okay?”

I touched my forehead to hers, swallowing back the rush of emotion at the small sound of her voice when she said it. That’s all she’d ever been used to. People moving on, leaving her behind without a single backward glance.

“Never.”
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You know, this whole endeavor with Dylan must have been totally making me mature. Because we’d hung out twice in the last two weeks, and sort of erred on the friendly side of friends with benefits.

Okay. Fine. I had my period the second time, so there was not going to be any action happening. But we watched a couple more movies, given that he’d caved to my nagging and gotten a Netflix subscription at my request.

But despite how much I’d grown as a woman or whatever, I still needed to talk to him about this whole … family visit thing. So I invited him to my place, like I was getting him to my power base so I’d have more courage to bring it up with him. That made him sound like the villain, and I was the ailing hero who needed to draw strength from his weapons, but of course, Dylan was no villain. He just didn’t understand the terror I felt at the thought of being dropped into his Norman Rockwell painting of a family.

Because they had to be like that. They just couldn’t be anything but perfect, considering how well-adjusted he was.

I was wiping down the kitchen counters when the buzzer sounded. Leaning over, I pushed the button to let him in and then did the last section of the counter before he made it to my door. Since I hadn’t locked it, he walked right in, but gave me a nasty look as he did.

“Geez,” I mumbled. “Nice to see you too.”

“Why isn’t your door locked?” I straightened because he actually sounded mad at me. So naturally, when I started smiling, he scowled even more. “Why are you smiling? This isn’t funny, Kat.”

Then I started laughing and he tilted his head back in frustration. Because he wasn’t looking at me, he didn’t see me walk up to him. When my hands slid up his chest, he dropped his head, a softer look in his eyes. It only took him a moment to wrap his hands around my waist and exhale heavily.

“I don’t think it’s funny,” I said. “But I think your protective man temper tantrums are sort of adorable.”

“As long as they’re so adorable that you always lock your door when you come home, then fine. I’ll take it.” He dropped a kiss on the side of my neck and pulled back to look into my kitchen. “What, you’re not making me dinner?”

When I snickered, he smiled. We both knew that I did not love to cook, and so if I was making him dinner, it was highly likely that it would be mac and cheese or something. We made our way to my couch, since watching stuff together just kinda ended up as our thing.

Dylan was scrolling through my DVD collection, which was about fifty times bigger than his and rolled his eyes at my alphabetized Julia Roberts section. Since he seemed like he was in a good mood, I decided to test the waters.

“So, your mom and sister are going to be here like, next week, right?”

He hummed, flicking his eyes at me and then returning to the movies. “Yeah, they get in next Friday.”

“Is it okay if I ask you something that might sound a little … weird?”

His hands stilled and he turned to face me, a curious expression in his eyes. “Of course.”

Twisting my hands in the hem of my dress, I licked my lips before saying anything else. “I don’t have any experience interacting with normal functioning families, which you know. And I know you said that me hanging out with the guys is like a family, but Dylan, it’s not the same.” I paused, finally meeting his eyes and he nodded. “When you asked me if I could meet them? My entire body felt like you’d dropped me in ice. That’s how terrified I am of meeting them, of trying to pretend like I know anything about how to act around a family.”

His eyes fell closed and he pulled in a deep breath, and when he opened them, I saw a hint of the pity that he had never directed at me before. “I’m not going to pretend like I understand, because I don’t. But what I do know is that my mom and my sister are great people. They’re nice and funny and they’d love to meet you.”

“But why?” I pressed a hand to my chest. “Trust me, I’m not asking so you can give me false praise, but Dylan, why do you want me to meet them so badly?”

The way he looked at me, he was really thinking about how he wanted to answer me. Even though my skin was practically crawling with the need to hear why, I appreciated him being thoughtful about it.

“Let me ask a question first,” he said hesitantly, and I nodded. “If we’d never kissed, had never done any of the things that we’ve done in the last month or so, and I asked you to meet them, would you still feel the same way?”

“Yes.” Such an easy question. And the way Dylan smiled unraveled a little bit of the tension I’d been carrying around when I had prepared myself for the conversation.

“Okay. So what freaks you out? That they won’t like you?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Aren’t I supposed to be leading this conversation?”

With the sweep of his hand, he gave me the floor back.

“Families, especially good ones, are like …” I hesitated, searching for a good example. “They’re like celebrities to me. I’ve heard of them, seen pictures, maybe I’ve even met a few of them. But I wouldn’t have the slightest clue how to act around them or understand what their life is like. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah,” he said slowly. “Yeah, it does. You feel separated from them.”

“Exactly.” I sighed in relief. What a smart boy. “And while good families may not freak everyone out, they freak me out. And because they’re such a big deal? I’m really trying to figure out why you want to throw me in the mix. It doesn’t make sense to me.”

Dylan watched me for a few beats, processing what I’d just told him. And see? Obviously maturing because I couldn’t usually articulate my thoughts so tidily. He got up off the floor in front of my entertainment center and came to sit by me on the couch.

“So, I have a big family. I’m one of five kids, so it was pretty much always chaos growing up.” He paused and glanced over at me, like he was gauging my current level of crazy. Which was a legitimate concern for him, I guess. “There was such a big gap in our ages, I mean, the twins were like ten when Casey was born. Which meant that there was always something new starting. New sports teams and weekend activities, then high school and college, different jobs, and my parents wanted to know it all.” Then he smiled, and my heart ratcheted up a notch, imagining what that life must have been like. “They wanted to know what we liked and what we didn’t, who our friends were, and what was bothering us. So you can imagine that this move, even though I’m in my thirties, was a huge deal for them. Nobody in our family has ever moved this far away. Ever.”

“What a rebel you are,” I teased, leaning in and pushing my shoulder against his.

“Exactly. But even though they were all a little miffed that I was doing something so drastic, my parents want to know what my life is like here. They want to know what’s important to me.” With easy, comfortable movements, he grabbed my legs and positioned them in his lap, making sure that I was facing him. One hand smoothed up my left leg, and hello, good thing I’d shaved that morning. “Kat, even if I’d never touched you in any other way but as a friend, you are one of the most important people in my life since I’ve moved here. I’m not saying I wouldn’t have been happy here if I’d never gotten to know you— “

“Gee thanks,” I drawled, but felt my stomach flip nonetheless. Nobody ever spoke to me the way that Dylan did. He just … he just showed me what was in his head and in his heart. It started pushing my feelings into a category that I wasn’t positive I was ready for, but his candor made it almost impossible to stop.

At my sarcastic interruption, he grinned and leaned forward to lay a soft kiss on my mouth. “But I’m so much happier because I do. And that has nothing to do with our little arrangement. I’d want them to meet you because you’re a part of my life. It’s as simple as that.”

“Simple as that,” I repeated, marveling at his ability to make it sound so easy. I was important, and therefore, they’d care to know me. So freaking weird. But also, a little hot, that he was explaining it to me like that. That I was an important piece of his Colorado life, no matter what benefits I was offering up in his direction. So I nodded. I could do it. I’d probably freak the hell out when the time actually came, but I could do it. “Then I’d love to meet them.”

His answering smile was so wonderfully happy, so transparent in how my agreement affected him, that I couldn’t help but smile back. “That makes me very happy, Kat.”

“Mmm, maybe I should have made you mac and cheese after all. You’d have no idea what to do with how accommodating I’m being tonight.”

His hands gripped my waist, tickling my sides, and I pealed with laughter. “Oh, I could think of something.”

With a smile still on my face, he went in for a kiss. It was fast and sloppy, and I loved it. Like his emotions were running so rampant that he couldn’t maintain his usual perfect kissing technique. I moaned into his mouth when he bit at my bottom lip, fisting my hands in his shirt and pulling him with me as I lay back on the couch.

“You know,” I murmured between kisses, “I may not see you before they get here.”

“Why are you bringing them up now?” He licked up the side of my neck, grinning when I started fidgeting underneath him.

“I just mean, I’ll have to share you the next time I see you. I don’t usually have to do that.”

“No, I suppose you don’t.”

While I held his eye contact, I worked my hands around his back and smoothed up the expanse of hot skin and shifting muscle. “I should probably make sure we get our fill tonight.”

His head pulled back and he searched my face. “Yeah?”

I nodded, biting my bottom lip, which made his eyes darken imperceptibly. And when I shimmied my hands under my dress to pull my underwear off, he started shaking his head.

“What on earth am I going to do with you?”

“I can think of a few things,” I whispered into his mouth, then moved up to his ear, so I could tell him exactly what those few things were.
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“Honey, if you concentrate any harder on that, your brain will start bleeding.”

At the sound of Glinda’s voice, I pulled my hands off the keyboard and shook my fingers out. There was no way I could admit this, but she was right, of course. Updating patient files was not my strong suit, so when I’d thrown myself into it this morning, Glinda was naturally a little suspicious.

She couldn’t know, though, that in about four hours and seventeen minutes, I’d be driving over to Dylan’s house to—gulp —meet his mom and sister. Because I was so well-versed in how to have polite interactions with sane, balanced, loving families.

I’d only had one truly kind foster family. Or, they were kind in comparison to the rest of them. If I thought hard enough, I could probably even remember the exact day that I moved in with them. I’d just turned seven, and the foster home that I’d been leaving had let me have a second glass of milk at dinner for my birthday. A small one, but a refill nonetheless.

And when I showed up at the Teller’s house, they had tied a shiny pink Mylar balloon in the shape of a flower to the post of the bed that was to be mine. It wasn’t a happy birthday balloon, and it may not have even been purchased for me, but I remember lying in bed and staring up at it, thinking that it was the prettiest thing I’d ever seen.

Given that one probably-a-hand-me-down balloon was one of the best memories that I had from my childhood was precisely why thinking about Dylan’s family just about gave me hives.

“Honey?”

I looked over at Glinda, who was peering over the bright red rims of her glasses, concern etched into her lined face. “Yeah?”

“You okay?”

“Just tired,” I lied, with a small smile to soften it. Glinda was one of the hardest people to hold at arm’s length. Maybe because she was older and we worked with such a small number of people, it was harder to get lost in the shuffle like I had at the Divide. It was probably wrong to be so harsh about my own generation, but I identified with someone like Glinda, a baby boomer, much more than I did with other people my age, the millennials. I wasn’t on social media, because I genuinely didn’t think anyone would care to see what I thought or what I ate for dinner, or whether I could capture my ‘good side’ with eighty selfies a day. I didn’t feel the need to prove myself with wealth or career success.

I just wanted to be happy, live a simple, uncomplicated life that didn’t depend on someone else to provide me with that happiness. I wasn’t special, I didn’t stand out in a crowd and I had no intention of wowing people to the point that they never forgot me. That wasn’t insecurity, it was simple fact.

Well, maybe a little insecurity.

And I swear, on days like that one, where I felt like I was wearing my ill-at-ease feelings like a badge on my chest, it was as if Glinda could see all of them in a single blink of her blue eyes. That at the end of the day, I still wasn’t sure where I fit in.

She glanced down at her desk, the appointment book open in front of her computer. “Did Mr. Blue Eyes have an appointment with someone else last week?”

I kept my face trained at the screen in front of me. “Yup. Leonidas did hydrotherapy with Molly.”

Molly was the other vet tech who’d just started a few weeks ago. We hadn’t worked together much, but she seemed nice enough. She was also happily married, which shouldn’t have been important. But even I could admit that even though I had no desire for a serious relationship with Dylan, shoving him in front of a beautiful and unattached woman would have been trying.

Glinda hummed, and I felt her eyes burning a hole in my skin. She stayed that way for a couple more minutes before I swiveled the stool around so I faced her. “Can I help you?”

“You go out with that boy?”

Damn the fair skin I’d been born with, I felt my cheeks redden. “No.”

“Well somethin’s got a bee in your bonnet.”

When I rolled my eyes at her southern-ism, which she was prone to spouting as soon as someone had a personal problem, Glinda clucked her tongue at me.

“No bees, no bonnets,” I insisted and she raised one grayed eyebrow. I shook my head. “I’m just … just a little nervous.”

The way Glinda’s face lit up at my honest statement was enough to make me feel like a giant shit-heel.

“What for, sweetie?”

I rolled my lips in over my teeth and let the words roll around in my mouth before I let them out. “Before you freak out, he and I are just friends, Glinda.” I waited for her to nod before I continued. “His sister and mom are visiting this weekend, and he wants me to go over there to meet them.”

Glinda blinked. I raised my eyebrows.

“Tonight, Glinda. He wants me to meet them tonight.”

“Okaaaaay. That’s a bad thing?”

I threw my hands up and stood from the stool, pacing through the open area. “It’s … it’s a crazy thing! I don’t know how to meet families. You know, who asks to introduce me to their family? No one. No one asks me.”

“I introduced you to my daughter,” Glinda pointed out.

I scoffed. “That’s not the same.”

Then she looked annoyed and I gulped all over again. “Is it now?”

“Well,” I hedged, “kinda. You introduced your daughter because I happened to be here. You would have done that for anyone.”

Glinda’s face softened, just a touch, and the sadness in her eyes made me twitchy. “If I told you that you were about as happy as a dead pig in the sunshine, would you know what I meant?”

I tilted my head. “What do you think?”

“Would that pig feel the sun on him? Or if it were rainin’?

“No.”

“You are blind, sweetie. You don’t see what’s around you. And it’s not my place to lecture you on it, but being ignorant of what’s going on right in front of your pretty little face, whether by choice or not, is beneath you. You’re smarter than that.” Glinda stood, straightening the cup of pens on the counter. “I told my daughter to come in here so she could meet the people I work with. The people I like very much. And you’re one of those people. Whether you see it or not isn’t on me. So I don’t care whether you’re friends or lovers or whatever, but if he thinks you merit a meeting with his family? Then go, be yourself and be content knowing that he wants you there.”

Dylan had told me all of this. But as days passed, and the ticking clock of doom was constantly going off in my head, it was so easy to forget exactly what he’d said. I sank back down into the stool, my whole face and chest hot with embarrassment. Embarrassment and a healthy dose of humble pie. The frigid sweep of mortification didn’t help either, but it couldn’t really ever be easy to have someone tell you that you’re completely oblivious. And I wish it helped that she was admitting she cared for me, that in some small way, I was important in her life, but it didn’t.

Okay. It helped a little. Because when I looked back up at her, she immediately left her desk and swept me into a hug. The round softness of her body felt like she’d draped a warm cloak around me, and I hugged her back.

“Just be yourself,” Glinda said again. Then she sniffed. “And maybe shower before you go. You smell like wet dog.”
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“Come on,” I whispered, tapping the bottom of my steering wheel. “Come on, Dylan. Pick up.”

The phone rang three more times in my ear, and just as I was about to hang up, I heard his out-of-breath voice. “Kat, hey.”

“Hi.”

He laughed. “What’s up? Are you still coming over?”

I mean, I was parked at a Walgreens two minutes from his house, calling to make sure he still wanted me there like the total freakazoid I was.

“Yeah.” I blew out a breath and caught my eye in the rearview mirror. “I’m on my way actually.”

“Oh. Great. What’s up?”

Behind the dark lenses of my sunglasses, I pinched my eyes shut and inhaled through my nose. “You’re sure you want me to come over? We’ve only seen each other like once in the last two weeks and I was surfing the crimson wave so it wasn’t like I could be, you know, friendly or anything. And if you were just inviting me to be nice, I can just stay home and it’ll be just fine.”

“Kat,” Dylan interjected with a firm voice and I smacked a palm against my forehead, “we already talked about this. Just take a deep breath.”

“If I breathe any more deeply than I have been, I’ll pass out.”

His answering deep chuckle made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck, and little goosebumps pop up on my arm. “We don’t want that, do we?”

“Probably not.” I shifted in my seat when he didn’t respond right away. In the background, I could hear feminine laughter. It faded when the sound of a door clicking shut came through the phone.

“So you’re driving right now?”

“Not technically.” Silence. I imagined him giving me that look that made his forehead all crinkly and adorable and hot. “I pulled into a Walgreens so I could freak out without the threat of causing an accident.”

“Fair enough. What’s the freak-out?”

“You know,” I groaned. “I have social anxiety.”

“No, you don’t. You just hate meeting new people.”

“Bah. Who asked you?”

“Kat, just turn the keys and get your ass over here. There’s no fancy dinner or huge group of people. It’s just the three of us, and Garrett may stop over later.”

Relief swamped me. Garrett would make it less let’s-all-sit-and-rate-the-new-girl. So I set my jaw and nodded, fully aware that he couldn’t see me. “Okay. I’ll be there in three minutes.”

He started laughing again and when the sound made me want to kiss the snot out of him, a horrible, terrible thought crossed my mind.

“Dylan, you better promise me that you won’t look at me funny.”

“Well, I’d be happy to. But how will I know if I’m doing that?”

I looked heavenward. “If you look at me and think about the fact that our tongues have touched and you put your hand on my boobs and underneath my skirt a couple times, then you’re probably looking at me funny. None of that tonight.”

“Yes, ma’am. No tongues, no boobs.”

Well, when he said it like that. “I mean, just not around them. If they leave the room you can you look at me like that,” I amended. “Or the next time we see each other. Tongues and boobs are fully allowed. Oh my gosh, I’m hanging up so I stop talking.”

I tossed my phone into the passenger seat like it held every single ounce of my dorkdom, which really could not be contained into one small piece of plastic, but whatever. And by the time I swung my car down Dylan’s street, my nerves had only settled a tiny bit.

I knew Glinda was right—in my head I knew that she was right. But it was also in my head that these two women couldn’t possibly want to meet me if they thought I was just a girl that happened to be a friend. Didn’t well-meaning moms always want to marry off their single sons? Would I walk in the room and immediately be rated on my child-bearing hips? Which I did not have, for the record. In fact, a kid may get stuck down there on its way out.

I choked on a crazed laugh on my way up to the front door, imagining a tiny baby lodged in my hoohah because my hips were too narrow, when Dylan pulled the door open for me. He had a wide, sparkling white smile, the deep rivets of his dimple and the laugh lines around his eyes making me stomach go flippy.

Maybe I was the one who should have promised not to look at him funny. Like I didn’t know what his big, calloused hand felt like over the top of my bra or that he gave the most perfectly deep, wet kiss.

“Kat?”

“Yeah, yup, hi.”

His eyes warmed at my choppy greeting, and that actually did do lovely, settling things to my anxiety. Then it promptly went away when his sister walked up next to him. Because she was gorgeous. Tall and leggy with wavy, dark brown hair that was legitimately flowy and shit. Her eyes were the exact same color as Dylan’s, and while her face looked happy enough to see me, I could barely tear my gaze from her perfectly adorable baby bump that she was resting a hand on top of.

“Oh yay, you’re here,” she said, smacking Dylan in the stomach. “You gonna let her in or what?”

Dylan rolled his eyes and moved back, lifting his hand like he was going to place it on my back when I walked in, but it froze in midair and then dropped back to his side. “Casey, this is Kat. Kat, Casey.”

I went to hold my hand out when she made a tsking sound at me and leaned over to wrap me in a huge, tight hug that was very full of baby belly. Also, I quite literally meant leaned over as I was probably six inches shorter than her and she basically had to fold her body in half to hug me. Not awkward at all.

When I gave her back a few quick pats, Dylan winked at me.

“It’s so nice to meet you,” Casey gushed when she pulled back. She kept her hands on my upper arms and her eyes went from the tippy top of my head down to my feet. “And this dress is adorbs. Where’d you get it?”

I tugged at the royal blue hem and shrugged. “Target?” Ahh yes, my first words spoken in the presence of his gorgeous family. And that word was Target. Stab me now, honestly.

It only got better when his mom, Marie as she insisted I call her, came down the hall and greeted with me just as much warmth and kindness as her daughter. She was much shorter than both Dylan and Casey, with a chin-length bob of dark brown hair that was liberally streaked with gray. Her eyes were the same shade as her hair, and her smile was more reserved than the other two, but something about her made me feel a bit more comfortable.

I stammered my way around meeting her and pretty much collapsed around Leonidas when he greeted me. When I pressed my nose into the side of his neck after scooping him in my arms, I caught Marie looking at me with avid interest in her dark eyes.

But, I mean, she wasn’t looking at my hips and sneering, so I suppose that was a win. True to his word on the phone earlier, Dylan kept things very casual. He grilled burgers and we ate sitting in his still quite sparse family room, Leonidas moving from one person to the next while we chatted.

Well, they chatted. I listened and stared at my hamburger like it was offering me a million bucks and unlimited pedicures. And as much as I wanted to believe that Casey might somehow be stuck-up or rude because of how freaking beautiful she was, she just wasn’t. More than once, she made me laugh telling stories about her military husband and their German Shepherd. She was funny and gregarious, much like her older brother, who teased her from across the room.

Marie and I ended up as the bystanders to their easy banter, but it seemed to me that it was a natural role for her. Whatever pang I had in my heart watching Dylan and Garrett interact that first night I came over turned into a rusty, jagged sword sliding slowly through my heart watching him with his sister and mother.

It was so easy. I’d never witnessed anything so effortless in my life, which wasn’t exactly saying anything considering I hadn’t even lived for a quarter century, but still. It didn’t seem real, that and I had to admit that there was a part of me that wished it wasn’t. That this kind of relationship was a farce, a mask put on in front of an audience.

“So, Kat,” Casey said, putting a halt to my rambling inner monologue. “You should probably tell us what kind of boss Dylan is. He never really tells us anything about work.”

I smiled down at my lap again, shaking my head a little. “He’s okay, I guess.”

Dylan rolled his eyes when Casey laughed. Then he chucked a pillow at her and we all laughed. But she simply set it next to her and smiled at me again. “Oh come on, you’ve got to give me more than that.”

“He’s,” I risked a quick glance over at him, and the look on his face made me feel like a pinned butterfly in a display case. He was studying me so intently, more than I’ve had my hand on your boob, but like my answer meant a great deal to him. “Dylan is a wonderful boss. Everyone respects him. Trusts him. And that’s a big deal. Not everyone in the restaurant industry is like that, so I think we all knew how lucky we were.”

Marie set a hand on my shoulder. “Well, you certainly know just what to say to make a mother proud, sweetheart.”

I stood before I’d given the action any rational thought. Something about her hand settling on me, the warmth behind the gesture made my body instantly tense into fight or flight. And it wasn’t like I thought any of them would hurt me, but it just all felt like too much.

Leonidas followed me when I bolted for the slider, and thankfully I had the presence of mind not to slam the door shut on his little tail. By the time I sank into the hot, green grass, my heart was thrumming so fast that I couldn’t believe I hadn’t passed out. Every inch of my skin was tingling and cold, the panic I felt at Marie’s hand on my skin just now catching up with the rest of me.

Like he could sense something was wrong with me, Leonidas stretched his head along the length of my leg and sprawled out next to me, his warm weight on my skin feeling like the only thing keeping me pinned to the ground. My fingers weaved through the coarse, reddish hair on the puppy’s side and I felt my heart rate slow. So naturally, because I’d just calmed down, Casey chose that precise moment to come outside.

“Do you mind if I join you?”

I gave her as big of a smile as I could manage, which roughly translated to one side of my mouth lifting about a half an inch. “Of course not.”

She dragged a patio chair over by me and sat with ease, stretching her long legs out with a groan. “I swear; these babies are going to kill me before this pregnancy is over.”

“Babies?” It was probably the one topic we hadn’t broached since I walked through the door.

She nodded, smoothing a hand over the slope of her stomach. “Twin girls. My husband, Jake, just about passed out at the twenty-week ultrasound. It shouldn’t have surprised him so much. Besides me, all the Steadmans have done is create boys. Go figure that the one girl in the family is adding two more at the same time.”

I smiled, a little bit more naturally this time, because when the focus wasn’t on me, I felt much less like I was going to lose consciousness. “Congratulations.”

Casey hummed, a contented smile covering her face. “Thank you. It’s hard to imagine meeting these little people that have been kicking at me and stepping on my bladder. But I can’t wait.”

I blinked at the hot pressure behind my eyes. Kids weren’t something I ever let myself think about. I’d never felt that maternal tug, never thought about what being a mother might feel like. Never thought about what my mother might have felt when she carried me. Had she cupped her stomach and smiled down like Casey just did? Loving the unseen parts of her as if they were something she could touch and feel?

“You know, it’s wonderful seeing Dylan so settled,” Casey said and I blinked up at her. The transition was jarring for me, but then again, Casey had no possible idea that I was on a path that could only make me spiral down to somewhere very depressing and icky, which is what usually happened if I thought about having kids. Or not having them as I always assumed would be the case. “The last few months in Michigan, he definitely didn’t look like this.”

“Like what?”

“Happy,” she said easily. Something in my heart swelled, the unease that I’d felt around Casey earlier was gone the second she said it. It wasn’t logical, that now I’d finally feel okay around her. “At home, he was always doing something for everyone else, you know?”

I nodded, but I didn’t know, of course.

“He was always Dylan, the brother. Dylan, the uncle. Dylan, the son. No matter what was going on, it was like he constantly looked for places where he could step up and do something for the rest of us, fix something that we may not have even known needed fixing. I used to joke with him that it was his White Knight Syndrome, but in the last day that I’ve been here, I feel like I’m seeing Dylan again.”

She smiled at me. It was a kind smile, with no pretense or motive. She probably came outside because I’d freaked out when her mom said something nice to me, and because I was friends/make-out buddies with her brother, she was keeping our conversation to common ground.

Unfortunately for Casey, her topic hit a little too close to home. The prickles were back on my skin, but my face was hot. Because all I could repeat in my head was one of the sentences that she’d casually thrown into the middle; constantly looked for places where he could step up, fix something that we may not have even known needed fixing. His White Knight Syndrome.

My breath came out of my mouth in rough bursts, and I didn’t even care that Casey could probably hear. That cleared it up for me.

It wasn’t like I wanted to think it. But if it were true, I thought between panting breaths, it would make a whole helluva lot of sense.

He was trying to fix me.


Twenty-Two

Dylan




“Night, brother,” Casey said, giving me an exhausted smile before she closed the door into the guest room that she and my mom were sharing. As soon as it clicked shut behind her, I expelled a heavy breath.

Not that I would deny my family if they wanted to keep hanging out, but I was so damn glad they were both tired enough to want to go to sleep early, given that their bodies were on Michigan time.

Ever since Kat had made a hasty and quite reserved exit, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was really, very wrong. She’d given hugs to both my mom and Casey, but had only flicked her eyes in my direction once before fleeing to her car.

And the look in her eyes had been like she reared back with a sledgehammer and never once hesitated to swing it straight into my gut. So, color me confused, right? I wasn’t one of those idiot guys who could never admit when they’d done wrong. But in the two hours since she’d left, no matter how much I wracked my brain, I couldn’t figure it out.

Casey was no help. She wouldn’t tell me a damn thing that they’d talked about, simply rolling her eyes and saying it was girl stuff. Maybe if she’d given me a little background information, I’d know whether to give Kat some space, or push a bit.

When I pulled my phone out and started texting her, it only briefly occurred to me that even two weeks ago, I wouldn’t have hesitated to give her some space. But today, there was something. Something different.

I had known it the moment I’d opened the door and saw her wringing her hands and trying desperately to pretend like she wasn’t terrified just by being there. The feeling that had lit my chest up was scary, exciting, and then back to scary again.

Me: Are you home? Would you mind if I came over?

Kat: No.

Kat: I mean, yes I mind if you come over.

Me: But you’re home?

Kat: I’m about to go to bed.

Me: You never go to bed before eleven. I’ll be there in fifteen.

Kat: DYLAN. I’m going to bed.

I winced as soon as I read it, but the cold panic that ripped through my veins at her obvious annoyance toward me only ratcheted my need to see what I’d done. See how I could fix it.

My phone chimed again, but I decided that it would be better to plead ignorance when I got there, so I shoved it in my pocket. Why, no, Kat. I didn’t see your response threatening to castrate me if I came over. No lie, all truth. And most everyone said I was a shit liar, so that should work in my favor. The alert went off on my phone four more times by the time I’d started up my truck.

“Keep texting away, Sprite. It can’t help you now.”

The drive went fast, probably because I was doing roughly twenty over the entire time, but I wouldn’t put it past Kat to shimmy out the back window just as I was pulling into the parking lot. By the time I slammed my truck door shut and pressed the button for her intercom, my veins were humming. Any one of her hang-ups might have come to a head today, and she’d asked me not to give up on her if she freaked out. So there I was, giving her exactly what the hell she’d asked for.

My thumb pressed the button one more time, holding it down a little longer when she didn’t answer the first two. Finally, she picked up.

“Go home, Dylan,” her voice crackled through the speaker.

“Let me in. Please? I just want to talk to you.” I braced my hands on either side of the tan, plastic speaker box, letting my head drop down in between my arms. At least she hadn’t run, I kept thinking over and over while I waited for her to respond.

She did—not verbally—but the buzz of her unlocking the door snapped me from the wall. I snatched the door handle before she could change her mind, practically sprinting to her door. The fact that she didn’t open it for me almost made me laugh. She was making me work for every inch, and I had to respect that. So I took a deep breath and politely knocked on the cheap wood door of her apartment.

By the time she turned the knob, I’d counted to twenty-seven in my head. But when I saw her face, the smile dropped off of mine. Her hair was a mess, like she’d been running her hands through it and the circles of red on her cheeks was in stark contrast to the rest of her pale face.

“What?” she snapped, not moving back to let me in. Honestly, her anger felt like such a palpable thing that I was surprised that I wasn’t rocked back on my heels. It was new. She’d been scared with me before, nervous, and definitely agitated. But anger was definitely new.

“Can I come in, please?”

Kat rolled her lips over her teeth while she stared at me, finally giving me a tiny nod and stepping back.

I risked a small smile at her. She, however, did not smile back. So I took a deep breath and gestured at the couch. “Can we sit?”

“No.”

“Okay. Can I sit? You can stand if you’d like.”

“No.”

I swiped a hand over my mouth. “Come on, Kat, cut me some slack here. I have no damn clue what you’re mad about right now, and I’d like to figure that out. But you’re not exactly making it easy on me.”

“Who said I was mad?” Her voice was clipped, and her arms were wrapped so tightly around her petite frame that I almost laughed. But the hard light in her eyes killed it in my throat, thankfully. She’d probably nut-punch me if I laughed at her right now.

“Nobody said you were mad, but even though I’m a man, I’m perceptive enough to know when someone is looking at me like they’d like to poke my eyes out,” I said carefully.

Kat shifted, only loosening her arms a tiny bit, but her eyes flicked away from me. I took a step closer to her, that panic at wondering whether she was about to bolt from me starting to hum through my veins again. She was standing right in front of me, but I knew she wanted to run.

When I got too close, she held up a hand and I immediately complied, lifting my arms out in concession.

“What happened, Kat?” I pleaded with her, not even caring that my voice sounded desperate and edgy. When she swallowed and pinched her eyes shut, I dug my hands in my hair. Don’t push, don’t push, don’t push, I chanted in my head.

“Are you trying to fix me?” she asked, eyes still shut. Her voice was firm, but her body language looked like she was a breath away from completely imploding. I heard her, of course, but the question didn’t really register.

“Am I, what?”

Then her green-flecked, brown eyes lasered in on me, pinning me in place. “Are you trying to fix me? Some little pet project because you’re bored?”

“No, Kat, of course not.” My body felt cold, my heart tripping over itself in my chest. “Why are you even asking me that?”

“It doesn’t matter. But I’m not going to be around you if you’re just looking at me like a … a charity case.”

“Kat,” I said helplessly, feeling her slip away from me, right before my eyes. She was so closed off, her eyes hard despite the tremulous way she ended her sentence.

“I don’t know why I thought this was a good idea,” she said, looking around the room, like I wasn’t even there. The panic fled and anger filled its place.

“Don’t do that,” I snapped. “Don’t disregard what I’m telling you. You think I’m lying to you? That all I’ve done in the last three months was because I pity you? That’s such bullshit, Kat, and you know it.”

The self-containment that she’d wrapped around herself like an armor finally cracked. She blinked rapidly and her breath picked up. “I don’t know that. How could I? It never made sense.”

“What? You and I? Who didn’t it make sense to? It made pretty perfect sense to me.”

She scoffed. “There’s no you and I, Dylan. We’re friends. It was all the other stuff that confused the issue.”

I shook my head, taking a careful step in her direction. I couldn’t help my immediate need to go caveman on her ass. Pick her up and throw her over my shoulder and convince her that none of it had been a bad idea. But it would backfire. She’d probably never speak to me again if I pushed in that way.

So with painfully slow movements, I slid my hands up her upper arms, relishing the toned muscle and the firm skin under my fingers. Kat was shaking, but she didn’t pull away. I only stopped when my hands were cupping her neck, the thin straps of her bright blue dress teasing the side of my hands.

I used my thumbs on the underside of her jaw to tilt her head so that she had no choice but to look at me. “Kat,” I whispered, brushing against the impossibly soft skin under my fingers. “It never confused anything for me. Because I’ve always wanted you. I still want you, even when you freak out about something that isn’t true.”

The look in her eyes slayed me, absolutely slayed me. Punched a hole in my heart, stabbed through my ribs, however you wanted to say it. I never wanted her to doubt, never wanted her to hurt. If I could stand just like this and protect her from anything she needed me to, I’d never leave her side. If I could make that look appear in her eyes every day, the look that said she actually believed me, I’d do it with every fiber of my being.

That revelation, that certainty swept through my whole body, leaving only a warm, unsettled feeling that didn’t scare me in the slightest. Maybe this was what everyone felt like when they took that last, stubborn step into falling in love. Or maybe it was only like that for me. But when I leaned forward and brushed my lips against hers and she sighed into my mouth, the unsettled thing was gone.

All that was left in its place was peace. Because this was right, this was not confusing anything. At least not for me.

Tightening my hands on her beautiful face, I tilted her head so I could sweep my tongue into her mouth, taste her more fully. She broke away after a moment.

“Dylan, this will only make it worse for me if—”

“If what, Kat?” I rubbed my nose against hers, smiling when her grip tightened on my arms. “I’m not playing games with you, and I’m not giving up on you when you freak out. That’s what you asked me to do, right?”

When she wavered, I wrapped my arms around her, drawing her as close to me as I possibly could, dropping kisses over her cheeks, her forehead, the tip of her nose, the spot in between her eyebrows.

“I don’t need to be fixed,” she whispered when my mouth was a breath away from hers. My heart. While I considered myself to be a strong man with a firm grasp on my emotions, this woman did something to my heart when she sounded so quietly stubborn like that.

“I know you don’t,” I said back, just as softly.

Kat sucked in a deep breath, then lifted a hand to cup the side of my face. “Then show me.”

I pulled back enough that I could see her face more fully, even though my blood whooshed through my head at the soft, determined look in her eyes. She was young, probably too young for me, so instead of swinging her into my arms and marching down to her bed, I’d need this laid out real clearly for me.

“Show you what?” I ran my hand over her disheveled hair, smiling when she leaned into the touch like a cat would. The hand that was on my face moved down my neck and shoulder, then over my chest and she stopped right over my heart The thump-tha-thump-tha-thump sound doubled at the pressure of her skin on mine.

“Show me how much you want me.” The tremor of her frame belied the confidence in her words and on her face. But since I was damn near shaking myself, I certainly wasn’t going to judge her for it. Instead, I just nodded, pulling her closer so that she could feel it. Her eyes fluttered closed and she lifted her chin up to me, a plea that I’d probably never be able to refuse.

“You’re sure?” I whispered right before I kissed her. There’d be no hesitating on my end this time, no convincing her that we could be patient. She was it for me.

“I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life, Dylan.”

When my lips captured hers, we both groaned, our hands clutching harder and tighter than we ever had before. It was like her permission, her challenge, for me to be able to try to define physically what she did to me had snapped the cord holding me back.

I scooped her up, both hands anchored on the curves of her butt and she immediately wound her legs around me. While I stumbled blindly down the hallway, she laughed into my mouth, trying to direct me to her room. The apartment was small, thank goodness, so when I shouldered my way into the first door, she sank herself back into the kiss.

Under normal circumstances, Kat blushed often. But writhing underneath me as she was now, driving me to the brink of insanity with her slight curves and the greedy motions of her hands, her whole chest and neck were flushed a pretty pink.

I shifted down so I could taste it, and the skin was hot against my lips. When she whispered my name and grabbed my face to drag me back up to her mouth, I complied instantly. The kisses we traded felt endless, deep and hot and I felt like my skin was on fire. So I lifted up off of her and stripped my shirt over my head, tossing it to the side and grinning at the way her eyes tracked over me.

“So this is the part where I undress, right?” she said with giant, heated eyes. I laughed for a second, then stopped, shaking my head. This woman absolutely killed me.

“I mean, I can certainly help with that.” I used my pointer finger to trace along the strap of her dress, pulling until it fell from the gentle slope of her shoulder. Her skin trembled everywhere that I touched and her chest heaved with her deep inhales. Lifting her hand, I dropped a kiss into her palm. “Nothing to be nervous about, Sprite. It’s just you and me.”

“Well, that’s good. I certainly didn’t sign up for a group thing.”

I smiled, marveling at her ability to make me laugh at one of the most sexually charged moments we’d had. “I won’t ever want to share you.”

She peered up at me. “That’s a mighty big statement, mister.” We both paused, and then Kat cracked up. “That’s what she said, huh?”

“I guess you’ll have to wait and see,” I teased, pushing her back on the bed.

“Am I ruining this with my inappropriate humor and obvious distraction tactics?” She scrunched her nose at me, then slapped a hand over her face when I laughed.

“You’re not ruining anything, Kat. It’s okay to be a little nervous.” I stretched out next to her. “There’s nothing you can do right now that’s wrong, I promise.”

“Oh sure,” she mumbled, spreading her fingers so I could see her eyes in between. “Of course you’d say that. Mister perfect dimples and pecs and abs and crinkly eyes has probably slept with scores of women.”

I kept my face straight, leaning on my elbow next to her so I could gently pull her hands away from her face. “Definitely not scores. Not even dozens. And even if I had, I’d never compare. You’re in a different league than any woman I’ve ever met.”

Before she could respond, I leaned down and coaxed a kiss from her sweet lips. It didn’t take her long to kiss me back, reacting to me in a way that humbled me and terrified me a bit too. Obviously I’d known before that she was a virgin, but the enormity of it really started sinking in. Kat was giving something to me that I most likely didn’t deserve, but I couldn’t stop the swell of emotion in my heart.

I undressed her slowly and carefully, dropping kisses on every inch of her skin that I uncovered. When I pulled one breast into my mouth, she dug her nails into the back of my head so hard that she probably drew blood. I didn’t care. Her movements were less slow, ripping my khaki shorts off and my boxer briefs in one quick jerk. When she laid her hands on me, I had to drop my face into her shoulder to try not to lose complete control. She was unpracticed, that was obvious, but she was so perfect that I almost wanted to cry.

We took our time, relishing every touch and taste, bringing each other to the brink again and again until I felt like a bomb was close to detonating in every part of my body.

“Please, Dylan,” she whispered against my mouth, the first thing either of us had spoken in long minutes. As much as I never wanted to leave that bed, I moved to grab my wallet and she stilled me with a quick movement, shaking her head and then telling me that she was on the pill. I kissed her, relishing the feel of her against me, of how small and perfect she was.

By the time I pushed inside, we were both covered in a sheen of sweat, the lazy fan on her ceiling doing very little to cool our overheated bodies, but neither of us seemed to mind. Kat was quiet, only soft sighs and whispered endearments that quickened my pace and went straight to my heart. I curved myself around her, my arms around her head and neck so I could be as close as possible in her small bed in her small apartment.

After, I rolled to the side, keeping one arm slung over her waist, and smiled when she traced small, dawdling circles along my wrist. Everything that I was feeling felt too big for my body, like what we’d just done, how perfect it had been, how far she’d burrowed into my heart, couldn’t be contained. And for the first time in my life, the thought of committing to one person, one woman that I wanted to settle into my day to day routine, didn’t feel like panic.

It felt perfect.

I was almost nodding off when Kat turned under my arm.

“What if your mom or Casey wake up and you’re not home?”

I grinned, leaning forward to kiss her. “I’m thirty-four, they’ll get over it.”

“I guess.”

“Does that mean I can stay?” My hand drifted up her spine and back down, tracing the small dimples on her lower back.

“Friend sleepover?” she asked dryly and I tried not to wince at the label. It didn’t feel like a friends with benefits moment we’d just had, but I was too tired to disagree with her, to try and put what I was feeling into words. So I just nodded, giving her another kiss.

“Sure. Go to sleep.”

She didn’t though, not right away. Kat was still staring at my face when I drifted off with her wrapped in my arms.


Twenty-Three

Kat




Heavy arm across my waist? Check.

Dylan’s hot breath tickling the back of my neck? Check

No clothes? Check, check, holy shit triple check.

As carefully as possible, I shifted underneath the dead weight of his arm so that I could face him. Oh sure, you probably expected me to bolt, which I did too, to be honest. But when the most beautiful man I’d ever met was sleeping naked in my bed? I wanted a front row view.

Unfortunately, as soon as I made the full turn and was inches away from his face, I immediately regretted it. Dylan I Didn’t Know His Middle Name Steadman was a work of art when he was asleep. It would not have mattered if he’d been wearing a wet suit that covered every inch of his solid, muscled body—he still would have hurt my eyes.

The straight line of his nose pointed down to his insanely talented lips. If I’d dared, I would have traced the top lip with my finger, see if the sharp dip of his cupid’s bow was as soft against the pad of my finger as it was against my lips. But I didn’t so much as breathe deeply for fear of waking him.

Even though the twinges of aching muscles would probably linger through my body all day, I had a sickening sensation that a night like last night would never happen again. He’d taken every expectation that I’d had, for everything, and blown the top right the hell off. Starting, of course, with his reaction to the way I’d slunk home like a little bitch. Not bitch-like bitchy or anything, but man, what a wuss I was. His sister had made one perfectly innocent comment and I took it and sank the tentacles of my deepest insecurity right into it.

And I knew why. I didn’t want to know why, but I totally knew why. Dylan wasn’t my friend who was providing me with fun, sexy times. He was more than that. He’d wormed his way into my heart and because I was so naïve, I hadn’t even known it.

The thought of him pitying me, of viewing me as some sort of pet project or charity case had made me want to slit my skin open just so I could pour all of the ugly feelings out of me. I wasn’t a cutter, I’d never been one, and I would never have found a sharp edge to actually do it, but the feelings bubbling and festering inside of me when I’d walked into the tiny, dark apartment felt like they were slowly overtaking my entire being.

But he’d surprised me. Dylan reacted exactly the way I needed him to, hence the naked wake up. There was no way I’d ever let him into my pants if I didn’t trust him with my life, didn’t trust that he found me sexy and desirable and somehow worth all the trouble I was causing him.

When Dylan shifted to his back, it made his arm sink from my waist onto his stomach. But my head was so twisted and my heart was so mangled from our night, that I couldn’t even appreciate the view he’d given me. And it was a good view, with the v-muscle and his happy trail and the solid, muscled sheet of his abs all laid out in front of me.

I slipped from the bed, picking up my wrinkled sundress and pulling it up my body, not hassling with underwear. After I closed the door without so much as a sound, I wandered down the hallway, not even sure why I was doing it.

“You know why, you dirty, rotten liar,” I said into the quiet room. If I stayed in bed with him, I’d eventually get the point where I’d start wondering how I’d be satisfied waking up without him. My eyes felt hot and tight, and I pressed the heels of my hands against them in a stupid, wasted effort to handle the wash of emotions rioting through me.

I couldn’t be this cliché girl; sleep with hot guy, give him your virginity and then worry that you’re feeling something really big for him. My hands started shaking. Or maybe my hands were still and my body was shaking, but when I braced the sides of my head with my fingers, I couldn’t stay still.

“You’ve done this before, Kat. You’ve survived with no one propping you up. You don’t need him. You don’t need anyone.” I repeated it again. I needed my own voice to remind me that I wasn’t the kind of woman who needed anyone to function. It helped, but only a little.

When I opened my eyes, they were trained on my linen closet at the end of the hall. It was only about three feet away, just a few quick steps. I didn’t get into it very often, because I didn’t actually have many linens to keep in it. But I think the bigger reason for that was because I knew what was in there. It was up on the top shelf, and I never even glanced up there when I did open the closet. It was hard for me to reach it without standing on a chair, which is precisely why I’d shoved my file up there.

I hated the reminder of the pathetic little girl that had been shuffled from one home to the next, probably forgotten within a day of my departure. So I never opened it. Never looked through what I might have left behind. But I needed it this morning, I thought with pretty impressive detachment.

If I ever needed a reminder that I was stronger than whatever fleeing feelings I was having for Dylan, it was the few remnants I had left from my childhood. It had to be.

Not really thinking about how loud I was being, I shoved one of my dining chairs over to the closet and yanked it open, standing up on it with shaking legs. I gripped the edge of the closet door so hard that I could feel splinters in my palm when I shifted my hand. The brownish-gold edge of the manila folder peeked out from underneath a ratty towel, and I took one deep breath before I grabbed it.

With fast movements that I didn’t think I could physically manage, I jumped from the chair and slumped against the wall in the hallway, clasping the folder to my chest.

Black spots jerked around the edges of my vision, so I took a few deep, calming breaths. It would not do for me to be passed the heck out when Dylan woke up. My head cleared and I opened the folder with surprising calm.

There were a bunch of papers, probably reports from various foster homes, but I flicked them over, not caring in the slightest what they said. My birth certificate was in there, and I only let my eyes land on my parents’ names. Grace Anne Perry and William Robert Perry.

My place of birth was some hospital in Nebraska that I’d never heard of, so I flipped the birth certificate over too, followed by my social security card. Behind that small piece of blue paper were two pictures, and that was it.

I hadn’t even realized I was crying until two spots of water appeared on the edge of the folder. I let them fall unchecked, partially because I couldn’t let go of the photos long enough to wipe my face.

The first picture was of my parents. Even without flipping it over to see what might be written on the back, I knew it was them. The sepia tone of the picture did nothing to disguise the fact that I looked almost identical to my mother, although her hair was much darker than mine. But the slope of the nose, the wide, overbearing smile in her finely-boned face was just exactly like mine. The sob I swallowed sounded horribly loud in the empty hallway, and I prayed Dylan couldn’t hear me.

And the way my father was smiling at her, oh my heart. They loved each other. Maybe not every single day, and maybe they weren’t the perfect couple. But when I traced their faces with one shaking finger, my heart cracked completely down the middle, severing into two bloody, pulsing halves. The fact that I was seeing how much they loved each other, just by the look in their eyes, it broke something in me. This is what I had missed. I missed having this as my example. Maybe it would even have been like what Dylan saw his whole life growing up. And maybe if that had been the case, I wouldn’t be weeping into a folder that I’d been too chicken to open until now, because of precisely this. Because I was too afraid to let myself feel how much I missed them, how much their absence turned me into this terrified little creature.

Tears dripped down my chin and neck and I struggled to breathe. So I slammed the folder shut and stumbled back up the chair, throwing the folder back where I should have kept it. I used the ratty edge of the towel and pressed it against my cheeks, swiping under my eyes to catch any remnants. Then I took another deep breath, and a sob came out on the exhale. I started climbing down from the chair, just as my bedroom door opened up behind me.

My foot barely touched the floor when Dylan smoothed a hand up my back, coming to rest at the base of my neck. The proprietary nature of his touch made my eyelids fall shut. But I didn’t turn to face him, just walked into the kitchen with him behind me. I sniffed, taking one last swipe at my cheeks. Like he somehow wouldn’t know that I’d just ripped my own heart out.

“So you probably need to go hang out with your family, huh?”

He stopped at the entrance of my kitchen while I busied myself with starting a pot of coffee. I could hear his fingers tapping on the formica counter, but I still didn’t turn.

“Eventually, yes. But I sent Casey a text before I came out, she knows I might not be home for a bit. They’ll probably go out for breakfast or do some shopping.”

Drawing on every ounce of strength that I hoped I possibly possessed, I smoothed my face before I turned around. His eyes immediately went to my eyes and my cheeks, and his brows bunched in concern. “What happened?”

“Got soap in my eyes when I washed my makeup off,” I lied easily, attempting a smile that failed miserably, judging by the look on his face. But he nodded, the uneasiness in his expression telling me that he very much wanted to call bullshit, but didn’t dare.

“Why don’t you finish getting ready, and we can grab a bite to eat with them?”

A giant pit yawned through my stomach, making the self-preservation that I carried in spades seemingly double in size. “I can’t. I have to go into the clinic.”

“On a Saturday?”

“Yeah.” I turned to grab a mug from the cabinet, purposely not offering him one. “We’ve got this big fundraiser coming up next month, and I promised Doctor Ramirez that I’d start working on it this weekend. I’ve got to through all of our patient files and update a few things on the mailing list. So you can leave whenever.”

He gave me a long, considering look and my heart was pounding so hard that I could have sworn he heard it, but he just nodded. “Okay.” When he turned to leave, my stomach dropped out completely. I don’t know what I expected— what I wanted from his reaction— but getting his complete acquiescence was not it. But he made a sharp pivot and face me again. “You know, I have to admit, I saw this morning going differently.”

“How so?” I wanted to curse at the uneven tone in my voice, but Dylan narrowed his eyes as soon as he heard it.

“You joked about how many women I’d been with last night, but despite that fact, I actually do place a lot of meaning in what we did. It means something to me to share that with someone.”

I clenched my teeth so that my chin didn’t quiver. “It means something to me too. But it doesn’t have to mean everything. We’re not in a relationship, Dylan. Or did you forget?”

The blow landed exactly where I wanted it to, because his mouth dropped open and his face lost a little color. Immediately I wanted to take it back, to tell him I didn’t mean it, but my tongue shriveled up in my dry mouth. He shook his head. “Why are you pushing me away right now? You are completely disconnected from me, Kat. And that’s not you. That’s not healthy.”

“Don’t psycho-babble me, Dylan,” I snapped, finally feeling the rush of hot anger in the place of the indifference I so badly wanted to feel. That I needed to feel toward him. “You and I agreed to something, so don’t try to put it on me when I’m just sticking with the plan.”

Dylan was warring with himself, I could see it on his face. He was probably trying to decide whether to push, and some sick part of me wanted to see him do it. There were two parts of me battling, and it was a toss-up as to which would win. If he left without a fight, it would probably be for the best, for both of us. But if he pushed, then I knew he was willing to battle me when I was at my worst. The thought of him doing that sent a pang of longing through me that was so visceral, so tangible, that I almost stumbled backwards.

“I’m not leaving until you tell me what the hell happened this morning,” he ground out, eyes flaming a bright blue.
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“I mean it, Kat. I’ve got all day.”

She tilted her chin up, and the reddened eyes and blotchy cheeks really pissed me off. Soap in her eyes, my ass. The last thing a guy wanted when he woke up in a woman’s bed—a woman who’d given him her virginity the night before—was to find her having just cried her eyes out upon waking up.

“You think we have to talk our feelings out now?” Her eyes hardened, and it made me feel cold and panicky at how quickly she was capable of shutting down, shutting me out. “That’s not what this is, Dylan.”

I flung my arms out. “Tell me then. Tell me what this is to you.”

But she didn’t tell me. She showed me by whipping her dress off over her head and stalking toward me. Immediately I shook my head and backed up a step, even though my skin heated and my body reacted at the sight of her nakedness.

When I bumped into the wall behind me, she took full advantage, sliding her hands up my chest and grabbing the sides of my face. In my head, I knew that I should resist immediately, not let her do this, cheapen it this way. But when her mouth met mine in a ferocious, wet kiss, my arms wrapped around her back and lifted her so I could get her even closer. All I could feel was miles of her soft skin, all I could taste was the anger in her kiss. Anger and a steely resolve.

That’s what stopped me cold. As gently as I could manage, I set her away from me and pushed away from the wall to gain some distance.

“Don’t do this,” I said, not even able to look at her for fear that my determination would fly out the window.

“It is not my problem if you don’t like me holding up a mirror for you. We had an agreement, big guy, and I have no problem keeping it exactly the way we planned.”

“You say that, Kat,” I glanced over my shoulder at her, but not really looking, “but to try and cheapen it, to pretend like sex is all that’s between us is bullshit and it pisses me off.”

“Well, heaven forbid anything pisses you off. Do you even get mad? Or can we just add that to your list of perfect traits.”

“I’m going to ignore that, because you damn well know I’m not perfect. You’re looking for a fight and I’m not going to give you one right now.”

“Wanna bet?”

It was infantile, but I wanted to jam my fingers in my ears to drown out the steely edge to her voice, which I’d never heard before. “I cannot believe you’re doing this.”

“Doing what? That’s what this is between us, Dylan. That’s all this can ever be.”

I whipped around at the desperate tone in her voice. Besides anger, it was the most telling thing I’d heard out of her since I left the bedroom. Kat was clutching her dress against her chest, covering herself from me. But her face was panicked and wild. So I held my hands up like I was approaching a wild animal. And wasn’t I? She’d flee the second I made a wrong move.

“Why? Why can it only be this?” I asked carefully and quietly.

One tear hit her cheek and I wanted to rip my heart out of my chest if it would make her feel better. “I can’t do more than this. I can’t handle it.”

The sweet rush of clarity swept through me. Of course. It wasn’t that she didn’t want anything more, it wasn’t that at all. She’d never tried it, she had no idea whether she was capable of it. If she didn’t look so miserable, so on the edge of completely losing it, I would have been relieved.

“I can,” I reassured her, taking one small step closer to her. “And you will figure it out. We can handle it together.”

She shook her head so violently that my chest cracked wide-open for her, making me feel exposed in a way that I wouldn’t be shocked if I looked down and she would be able to see my veins and my throbbing heart, all calling her name as they pumped blood through me. So I opened my mouth and took the biggest risk I’d ever taken in my entire life. “I’m falling in love with you, Kat.”

Where she stood, Kat completely froze. Her eyes, shocked and wide in her face, were pinned on me. I couldn’t even tell if she was breathing. “No, you’re not.”

I took another step, the surety that I felt in my words firming up my feet and stiffening my spine. “I am falling in love with you.” Her chest started a rapid fall and rise, the material of her dress barely covering her slight breasts, but she didn’t seem to notice. So I said it again, taking another step closer, moving my hand to cup her chin. “I am falling in love with you, Kathleen Perry. Only you. There will never be anyone else for me but you.”

Right before I made contact with her skin, she shoved at me with both hands, using so much force that I actually fell back a step.

“I don’t want you to,” she hissed at me. “You don’t get to do this to me.”

“Do what?” I yelled. “I’m falling in love with you and you act like it’s some sort of betrayal.”

“Isn’t it?” she screeched, pacing away from me, tugging her dress on with frantic motions. The straps were barely in place when she charged back at me. The force of her mood sent a chill down my spine. “No, no, no, no, no. You ruined it, Dylan.”

“How?” I pleaded, ready to fall to my knees at her feet if she’d just calm down, hear what I was saying to her. I’d never said those words to a single other person, and she was all but shoving them back down my throat, probably in the hopes that I’d choke on them.

“You think you get to throw something like this at me? You think,” she jabbed a finger at me, “that because you make some big decision that I’m supposed to just fall in line and not have an opinion about it?”

“No, I don’t—”

“Ha,” she scoffed, giving me a derisive look. “You didn’t talk to me, never told me your feelings were changing, you just spring this bullshit on me and expect that I’ll fall at your feet? Screw you, Dylan.”

“You want to talk bullshit, Kat?” I threw back, good and pissed now. “Bullshit is the state of denial you’re living in. People change, relationships shift as you’re in them. That’s what happens. And if you expect that everything will always stay the same because you demand it to be that way, then you’re going to have a hell of a time trying to function in this world.”

“Don’t patronize me because you’re older. That’s a cheap shot.”

“It’s not patronizing if it’s true.” I leaned in and narrowed my eyes at her. “You think I planned this all out? That I agreed to our little arrangement knowing that I’d feel this way about you? I didn’t wake up this morning and think, you know what? I’m going to flip the switch and fall in love with Kat and she’ll magically be okay with commitment. Get over yourself.”

Her head snapped back as if I’d slapped her. “I’m about as far over myself as anyone you’ve ever met,” she said in a low, dangerous voice.

Out of control. That’s how I felt. Like I’d handed the reins over to a temper that I rarely let loose and when it was all said and done, I was dropped off in a world I didn’t recognize. I speared my hands in my hair, giving her a begging look. “Listen to us. This is insane, Kat.”

“Finally, we agree. This is completely insane.” Her arms were crossed tightly over her chest. I wanted to go to her, wrap myself around her and pray that if I wished it hard enough, I could go back and do the whole morning over again.

“So now what?”

“Well,” she swallowed, flicking her eyes away from me. “Now I make it easy on you.”

I shouldn’t have asked. I knew it. But I’m an idiot, so I did anyway. “How’s that?”

When she looked back at me, her eyes were shuttered and I had my answer. “Now I ask you to get the hell out of my house.”

I held her eyes, waiting for just one second to see if she’d waver. But she didn’t. So I did as she asked, slamming the door so hard behind me that I heard something break.
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“Great, Sandy,” I said into the phone, wedging it in between my cheek and my shoulder. “Yeah, I’ll see you and Bones next week at three for his PT.”

Glinda finished writing something in the calendar while I set the receiver back down. After I’d relayed the information to her, I scanned my next couple appointments and saw Dylan’s name. My grip on the pencil in my hand tightened, and I tapped my finger next to it.

“Can you tell Molly she needs to take this one?”

“She’s already got an appointment in that slot.”

I flicked my eyes to Glinda. “Then I’ll switch with her.”

“May I ask why?”

“No.” I walked away, ignoring whatever she mumbled under her breath. Glinda could say whatever she wanted, because I was fine.
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Actively avoiding my reflection in the bathroom mirror, I finished washing my hands, also actively avoiding the way that my fingers shook when I wiped them with a paper towel. The bright yellow clock on the wall next to me ticked loudly in my ear, the cat tail that hung from the bottom twitching along with the sound.

For a brief moment, I contemplated staying in the bathroom until I knew Dylan and Leonidas would be settled into an exam room with Molly, but damn if I would hide from him. I’d spared him an impressively little amount of thought in the last two days since he’d stormed out of my house, and I would not allow him to take over the clinic.

I was fine. And I intended to let him see that.

My hand grabbed the metal handle of the door when I heard his voice on the other side and I froze.

I’m falling in love with you. His voice burrowed in my ear and I pinched my eyes shut, willing it away. I yanked on the handle and breezed through the room. In my peripheral vision, I could see his tall frame dwarfing everything around him, but I didn’t spare him a glance. Leonidas didn’t notice me as he was too busy sniffing Rocky’s butt and getting the same treatment in return.

“Kat, your four o’clock called and said they were running late. Would you mind checking Mr. Steadman in while Molly finishes up her other client?”

Damn it, Glinda. I gave her a long look and finally nodded. If I wanted to prove to Dylan that I could carry on just fine without him, I guess this was my chance. I went to stand behind the desk, stepping on Glinda’s foot while I did and she elbowed me in my side without hesitation.

“How are you?” he asked, his voice low and searching.

“I’m fine.”

“Kat—”

I cleared my throat, handing him his paperwork without an upwards glance. “Molly will be done in a second, you can wait in exam room two.”

Then I walked away.
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My apartment was completely dark when I got home, since I’d worked well past sunset on some stuff for the fundraiser. Quite wisely, Glinda hadn’t said a word to me about Dylan after he’d left. Maybe the fact that I hadn’t looked at him once the entire time he was there clued her in, I didn’t really care either way.

Standing over my kitchen sink with only the light above the stove illuminating the room, I ate a bowl of Cheerios. Like I always used to do. Then I watched some TV and went to bed without having to say a word for the rest of the night.

And that’s what I continued doing every single day for the next two weeks.

Because I was fine.


Twenty-Six

Dylan




“She still stone-walling you?”

I finished pouring my beer into a pint glass and glanced over at Cole where he was leaning up against his kitchen counter. Garrett was working late, so we decided to play cards at Cole’s place tonight. Instead of answering, I took a long drink, the bite of hops making me wince a little. Why I let Garrett convince me to drink that shit, I’ll never know.

“Yeah,” I said after I’d set the glass down.

Cole nodded, then jerked his chin toward his family room, where Michael and Tristan were watching SportsCenter. “They still don’t know?”

“Of course we do,” Michael called out, never looking away from the television. “We’re not stupid. Kat stopped coming around and Dylan’s had a stick up his ass for the last two weeks.”

Stick up my ass, knife lodged in my heart, whatever. When I was getting ready for work earlier that morning, I could barely meet my own eyes in the mirror because of how horrible I looked. I needed a haircut and a shave, and the circles under my eyes were just about as dark as the black button-down that I was wearing.

And all of that shit, the lack of appetite, the impossibility of a good night’s sleep, just reiterated why I’d never gone out of my way to have a serious relationship before.

Because it sucked. It sucked so damn much that I still wanted to break something every time I thought of her. The worst part of all was that she’d never really been mine. I thought she was, and a couple times, she’d look at me and I thought maybe she was thinking it too. But I was wrong.

“Well,” Michael amended as Cole and I each took a seat on opposite sides of the couch, “we don’t exactly know what happened. Just that something did.”

“Because it’s none of our business,” Tristan muttered.

“Thank you,” I said to Tristan, giving him a half-hearted smile.

“Yeah, it may not be,” Michael agreed, “but we’re friends. And Kat’s our friend, too. She was like our little mascot. I miss her.”

It was exactly what Garrett had called her. That dropped my smile, mainly because the rusty knife lodged in my aorta twisted again when I imagined her pleased grin every time she made one of the guys laugh. Every kindness they gave her, she soaked up like a dried-up sponge that had been left out in the sun.

And Michael was right. It may not be their business, but I’d been trying to show Kat that it was okay to trust people. To trust me. And if I wasn’t willing to risk a little pride at admitting my fault in where we were, then how could I ever expect her to do the same?

“Okay,” I started, dropping my head back and staring up at the white ceiling. “Here’s the short version; Kat and I had a friends with benefits thing going on, and she was very up front about not wanting a relationship. I fell for her and told her right as she was mid-freak out. She kicked me out because I couldn’t keep my damn mouth shut.”

“So what are you going to do?” Tristan asked when no one said anything right away.

I lifted my head so I could take another drink of beer. “I have no idea. It’s not like she has girlfriends that I can go to for advice or a family that knows how to deal with her when she shuts down. I’m stuck with you dickheads for advice, which probably means I’m screwed.”

Cole and Michael laughed and Tristan nodded in agreement.

“You know,” Cole said, leaning forward to rest his forearms on his knees, clasping his hands together, “you changed the rules without telling her. I get why she’d be spooked. Not every woman is ready to hear a grand declaration, especially one who’s never experienced love before.”

“So what are you saying? I leave her alone and hope she comes around?”

He held his hands up. “Just stating a fact. And honestly? I’m the last person you should ask for advice. I’ve left my ex-wife alone for five years and look how much good it’s done for me. I can’t get her to answer a text message, let alone meet me face-to-face for a conversation.”

“You’re really helping,” I said, giving him a flat look.

The subject changed when no one said anything, and I couldn’t even be pissed about it. It wasn’t like I wanted to beat a dead horse, and since I’d managed to piss off the one person I knew who might be more stubborn than me, that’s exactly what it felt like.

Fruitless. Inane. Futile.

And it’s probably exactly what any woman who’d tried to change me in the past had felt. So how was that for irony?

Garrett showed up about an hour later and we played some poker. After the first hand, Garrett, Cole and Michael ventured outside to smoke cigars, leaving just me and Tristan at the table. I shifted in my chair after a long, silent minute. It wasn’t like the guy made me uncomfortable, but he was just so damn quiet.

I shuffled the deck a couple times, the rhythmic pulse of the cards soothing me a bit.

“It’s not rocket science,” Tristan said. When I glanced up in question, he lifted his eyebrows. “With Kat.”

The wood of the chair underneath me creaked when I settled back in it. “No?”

He shook his head, his face as carefully blank as always. He was wearing his hair down tonight, and he totally looked like a hippie Jesus, which freaked me out. Except I imagined that Jesus actually spoke to people on a regular basis, and Tristan seemed to be allergic to regular conversation.

“You can’t push. Not with someone like her.” Then he leaned forward, pinning me with as intense of a look as I’d ever seen from him, the normally unflappable demeanor gone for the moment. “But don’t ever let her believe that you’ve moved on. Not if you actually love her and believe there’s the smallest chance for you two.”

He was right, of course. Kat had admitted to me that she freaked out easily, and asked me not to give up on her. I hadn’t, not for a second in these last two weeks, I just had no freaking clue what to do about it without sending her in a dead run in the opposite direction.

“So how do I show her that without pushing?”

Tristan actually smiled then. “You don’t need me to answer that, Dylan. You’re a smart enough guy. It doesn’t matter if you’ve never been in this position before, you figure it out because that’s what you do for the girl who turns your world upside down.”

“Dude.” I shook my head, feeling no small sense of wonder as I listened to him speak, arguably more words than I’d ever heard him string together before. “How do you know all of this?”

“You don’t want to know,” he said cryptically, eyes trained on the wall behind me.

I stood and stretched, heart thudding faster at the thought of finally doing something, even if it was just the smallest thing to let her know that I wasn’t abandoning her. And I never would. She’d kicked me out of her house in a moment of anger, but until she told me that she never wanted to see me again, I’d be there waiting.

Not wanting to be interrupted, I walked out the front door and sank onto the top step leading off of Cole’s porch. My mind raced with the different things that I wanted to say, but knew she wouldn’t be ready for just yet. That I missed her like someone punched a fist through my chest, that I laid in bed and swore that I could still smell her sweet scent around me, that her smile was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

Instead, I pulled out my phone and kept it simple.

Me: Guys night isn’t the same without you. But then again, nothing is.

Not wanting to drive myself insane by sitting there and waiting for a response that probably wasn’t coming, I tucked my phone into my back pocket and went back in the house feeling much better than I had in fifteen days. If Kat thought I was stubborn before, she hadn’t seen anything yet.
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He was everywhere. WTF.

Day one after his text message

“Kat, sweetie. Can you put this paperwork in the file for the fundraiser?” Glinda called from her desk. I pushed away from the computer on the rolling stool and snatched them from her hand. Right away, the logo from The Continental Divide caught my eye.

“What is this?”

“It’s a food order.”

“Rhetorical question, Glinda. I can see it’s a food order. Why do we have it? I was still working getting quotes from a few places.” When she snorted, my eyes scrolled to the bottom of the paperwork and I gasped. “Holy shit. That’s only like … a quarter of our food budget. For everything?”

Glinda hummed, and I stared up at her. Then she nodded, like yeah, I know.

“When did you get this from him?” There was absolutely no point in denying that Dylan was behind this. It was his scrawled, left-slanting signature on the bottom of the catering contract.

“He dropped it off while you were on your lunch break. I don’t think he realized you were gone, because those pretty blue eyes of his were searchin’ for something in here, and it wasn’t for me. I can tell you that much.”

I pressed a hand to my heart which was thrashing uncomfortably in my chest. What was he doing? First his stupidly sweet text last night and now this? Oh no. He wasn’t going to buy me off. So I stuffed the papers into the file and shoved it down to the end of the desk.

Out of sight, out of mind. That was my new mantra for Dylan.

Day three after the catering contract

I waved goodbye to Molly and turned to unlock my car, then stopped up short. It was clean. Like, sparkling, see my reflection in it clean. Possibly even waxed. My eyes narrowed on a scrap of paper tucked under the driver’s side windshield wiper, which was also brand new.

I changed your oil and topped off your wiper fluid. Don’t let either of those things get so low again! (This was Garrett’s idea, if you think it’s horribly intrusive, in which case, I completely agree. But if it’s making you smile right now, then it was my idea.)

XO- Dylan

“Son of a bitch,” I whispered under my breath, crumpling the note into my hand.

Day two after the car cleaning incident

“Glinda, I know you must have given him my keys.”

She batted her eyelashes and turned away from me. I stomped my foot, growling at her back, which only made her laugh. “Why don’t you just ask him?”

“Because,” I yelled. I cleared my throat when Doctor Ramirez leaned her head out of her office to give me a reproachful look. “Because if I do that,” I said in normal people volume, “then he wins.”

“Oh goodness.” Glinda spun in her chair, folding her arms over her ample chest. “That reeks strongly of crippling pride, sweet cheeks. Wouldn’t you both win if you just gave him a chance?”

“That’s what his whole evil plan is about. Wear Kat down doing ridiculous nice things and she’ll come running back to him.” I huffed. My face was flaming and I fanned a hand by my neck. “Next thing I know he’ll show up with my name tattooed on his ass thinking it’s romantic.”

Glinda hooted with laughter, and I cracked a reluctant smile. “No, he won’t do that.”

I slumped into the chair behind me. “I know.”

“He’d make the first donation for the silent auction before inking himself.”

My head snapped up when she waved a piece of paper. I jumped from the seat and lunged for it. “He did not,” I breathed.

Glinda pulled her hand away, and when I was about to launch over the counter, she pointed a finger at me. “If I give you this, you have to promise me that you’ll call and thank him for it. Because it’s a good one.”

Tapping my foot against the floor, I set my jaw and considered how serious she was. Damn it. I held my hand out for the paper. “I promise.” Then I unfolded the paper and really wished I hadn’t made that promise. “How the hell did he get this?”

The Denver Broncos letterhead set off a flurry of butterflies in my stomach, and my eyes skimmed until I got the gist; two seats at the fifty-yard line for one of the games early on in the season, field passes and a helmet signed by Superbowl 50 MVP, Von Miller.

I threw the paper at Glinda and stomped off, screaming behind my hand. What an asshole.

Day three after the silent auction letter

In my defense, Glinda never stipulated how soon I was supposed to call Dylan to thank him. I was in my bedroom, Taylor Swift blaring from the speakers on my dresser. The level at which I was playing it probably necessitated a call from our super, but I needed some friggin’ girl power music before I made this particular phone call.

Jumping side to side and punching the air along with the beat, I yelled the lyrics before I pulled up Dylan’s contact information. I hit the power button on my stereo, swamping my room with thick silence that was only punctuated by my heavy breathing. Because apparently girl power showed just how out of shape I was.

I hit send and sat on the edge of my bed, then sprang back up. Nope. That wouldn’t do. I couldn’t sit there. Memories of sweating and grabbing and thrusting and nope, nope, nope.

Just as I was smacking my forehead to jar that shit loose, he picked up.

“Kat? Are you there?”

I sank back down on the bed, because his voice. The wall that I’d thought was so very strong around my heart shook a little. Maybe it wasn’t so impenetrable after all. “Yeah. I’m here.”

He exhaled, the sound so full of relief that I sat up straighter. The last thing I wanted to do was confuse him, and I just … I wasn’t ready to say the things he probably wanted me to say.

“Dylan, I’m just calling to say thank you for the auction donation. Glinda, umm, she made me promise that I would.”

“Oh,” he replied, not even trying to mask his disappointment.

“It’s very generous. I don’t even know how you managed it, but yeah. Thank you. I appreciate it. Well, we all do at the clinic.”

“Cole called in a favor. He knows someone in the front office, I guess.”

My shoulders slumped at the formal tone in his wonderful, deep voice. “Cool.”

We were both quiet, me cringing at the fact that I’d just said cool in response, and him because he was probably wondering what the hell he was doing wasting time on a stubborn, prideful basket-case like me. Because I knew I was. But that didn’t make it any easier to try and be anything different.

“Kat,” he started. Then he cleared his throat. “I know you’re probably really busy with the fundraiser next week, but can we talk after? We don’t have to meet in person,” he rushed. “Not if you’re not ready. But maybe we can just talk on the phone?”

My eyes burned with unshed tears and my hands were shaking, the one holding the phone making it rattle against my face because of it. Why hadn’t he given up yet? What was in this for him?

Me. The thought whispered through my head. What’s in this for him is me.

Insecurity was the most insidious, powerful force I’d ever encountered, but that didn’t lessen it in any way. It pounded against my brain and my heart, wave after ceaseless wave. One tear tracked down my cheek and I sniffled.

“Kat, baby, please don’t cry. I miss you.”

“I have to go, Dylan,” I whispered, my voice shaking horribly. Ending the call before I could hear his voice again, I curled up in my bed and let the tears come.

Six days after the phone call

The night before the fundraiser— a silent auction, dinner and dance at a renovated barn just outside of Denver— promised a perfect forecast for our event. It hadn’t rained since the beginning of the week, so everything was lush and green. Glinda, Molly and I were putting some finishing touches on the centerpieces when the hairs stood up on the back of my neck.

I heard Brian’s voice calling my name, and I turned slowly, eyes zeroing in on Dylan where he stood framed in the open doorway. His broad shoulders blocked out the setting sun, and it made his whole frame glow in golds and yellows.

Brian said my name again and I blinked over to his friendly, smiling face. “Kat, hey. How’s it going?”

I smiled, I think, and slugged him on the shoulder. “Not too bad. What are you doing here?”

He hooked a thumb over his skinny shoulder. “Dylan needed some help setting up the bar equipment. He’s bartending tomorrow for you, but Lily, Brandy and I are serving.”

Dylan walked past us, carrying a large crate in his hands and absently, I nodded in response to Brian. He kept chattering on about something, but I couldn’t hear a word he was saying. Roughly twelve feet away, on the other side of the makeshift dance floor, Dylan worked silently, his blue eyes never leaving my face.

I swallowed, having quite the hard time breathing at the intensity that I saw in his face. But the thing that made me positively ache was how tired he looked. Tired and so incredibly handsome, with the beginnings of a dark beard on his strong, angled jaw. He must have clenched his teeth, because a muscle popped under his facial hair and I had to turn away.

There was this desire, this relentless humming in my veins that was screaming at me to run to him. To let him swing me up in his arms and make this emptiness in my heart go away. It took me a few minutes to breathe it out of me. Not completely though, I was starting to think that it would always be there.

Glinda said my name and I nodded, giving Dylan my back while I helped clean up the table. I worked that way for the next while, painfully aware of Dylan’s eyes on me, even though I hadn’t turned toward him again.

When the work we needed to do was done, I straightened, pressing a fist in my lower back to try and alleviate the ache that was forming there. My skin prickled when I felt his body heat hovering behind my back.

Glinda’s eyes flicked over my shoulder and she immediately turned and walked away, which made my shoulders slump. I’d either have to turn and address him myself or pray that he was just making a quick pit-stop to like, smell my hair or something.

But he didn’t move. He held behind me, so closely that the heat from his body singed the cotton of my shirt. I pressed a hand to my belly and fought the urge to turn around.

“I can’t do this right now,” I whispered, as much to myself as to him. The quick inhale that he gave me in response made me squeeze my eyes shut, and curl the hand in front of my belly button into a fist.

“Okay,” he said, the words hitting just above my right ear, the hair at my temple fluttering from his breath. Then he gently squeezed my shoulder and walked away. I whipped around, my mouth open to call his name, but he was already striding through the door into the parking lot.

I sank into the chair behind me and dropped my head into my hands.
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“Oh, honey,” Glinda said in a wobbly voice from behind me, “you look prettier than butter meltin’ on a stack of pancakes.”

My hand stilled right before I could apply my last swipe of red lipstick and my eyes met hers in the bathroom mirror. “I, what?”

But she swiped a finger under her eye and sighed. “I mean it. You look so beautiful, Kat. You should wear red every single day.”

Instead of smiling and thanking her like I should have, I waved a hand in front of my burning face, careful not to mess the finger waves around my face that were held back on one side with a black rose pinned above my right ear. “I can’t breathe in this thing. It’s too tight.”

“You look perfect.”

This time when I turned back to the mirror, I let myself take in my full reflection instead of dissecting myself piece by piece. All day, I’d focused on one thing at a time. My hair once it was done, then my makeup as I applied it. The dress when I pulled it out of the garment bag, and the heels when I tightened the buckle around my ankle.

I felt beautiful, which was a big deal to me. When I had found the dress at an upscale consignment shop in Aurora, my face had been bare and my hair still messy from work, but I knew it was perfect for the fundraiser, even if I couldn’t get the complete picture.

The red satin hugged my chest and torso, with wide straps coming up from the sweetheart neckline and curving up behind my neck. The thick band of black lace wrapped around the narrowest part of my waist, and from there, the red flowed out in a swingy skirt that hit right at my knees. It felt vintage and classy and amazing from the second I’d touched it on the padded hanger.

Even if Dylan wasn’t out beyond the restroom doors somewhere, I’d have worn it with the strappy red heels and scarlet lipstick just because it was the first time in my life I’d owned anything as beautiful as that dress.

But he was out there, probably behind the bar that was already swarmed with lines of people, even though the fundraiser had barely begun. Anything I was involved in didn’t happen until later, so like a coward, I was hiding in the bathroom under the guise of fixing my lipstick. Which was perfect. Because I’d spent a shit ton of money on that matte stuff that supposedly didn’t budge.

Eff it, I swiped some more along my bottom lip and nodded at my reflection.

Glinda held the door open with an encouraging smile, as she’d been trying to get me to leave that bathroom for the last fifteen minutes.

Bless her heart.

The fact that Dylan wasn’t the first person I saw helped me breathe a little easier. I waved at some clients that I recognized and accepted a hug from a couple that I’d just finished working with about a month prior.

Their small talk was soothing, letting me blank out from the sheer terror of having to get up on the stage in front of so many people. Doctor Ramirez had been firm, every staff member from RMARC would have to get their asses in front of the mic at least once at the fundraiser. She was giving the big pitch, showing the sappy video that would hopefully open people’s wallets, Molly was opening up the silent auction, Glinda was doing the welcome speech, and I would have to announce the total at the end of the night when everything was tallied.

My nerves prickled again as I thought about it, but as I pulled in a deep breath to calm myself, the man in front of me stepped to the side, giving me a perfect view of Dylan mixing a drink.

But he wasn’t looking at the customer. He was looking at me.

And holy yeah, I was looking at him, too. Over his bright white dress shirt, Dylan was wearing a dark gray vest with a gray and white striped tie tucked into it. When I snapped my eyes back to his face, he was smiling at the person as he handed over their drink.

The banging of my heart grew louder and louder at the sight of that smile and that dimple. He was a dangerous, dangerous man when he busted that out. With his hands braced on the bar top, I saw his jaw tighten before he turned his head to me again.

Clearly, he was surprised that I was still watching him. Join the club, dude. I was practically announcing with my eye-stalking that my terrified little heart was still very much in his grasp.

My eyes went hot while we watched each other and my breathing quickened. I couldn’t pretend that I hadn’t thought about him, that I didn’t care about what he’d been doing for me. Because the truth was that I very much did care.

I blinked away from the weight of his stare and said hello to someone who’d just touched my elbow to get my attention. When she walked away, I felt my phone vibrate in the black clutch that I had in my hands.

Dylan: You look incredible.

With shaking fingers, I carefully typed out a reply, keeping my eyes down even as I hit send.

Me: Thank you.

Dylan: I mean it. You outshine every person in this room.

Me: Dylan, I’m too nervous about tonight to handle this wooing thing you’re set on.

Without lifting my head, I could feel his eyes on me again, but I stubbornly didn’t check to see if I was right. But he didn’t respond right away, so I probably looked like a weirdo staring at her phone in the middle of a fancy event. I was just about to tuck my phone away when it buzzed again, his name appearing on my screen.

Dylan: Okay. Not a word from me for the rest of the night, I promise.

Dylan: But texting is allowed if I need something related to the event.

Risking a glance up at him, I felt that familiar flutter in my stomach when his bright blue eyes were still fixed on me with an unapologetic intensity. Instead of replying to his text, I smiled at him. Just one little smile.

But the answering one that he gave me was wide and I couldn’t help but laugh a little. Then he winked and went back to mixing drinks.

And he kept his word. Through the dinner, through the silent auction, he kept his word. My phone didn’t go off once for the next two and a half hours, which did odd things to my heart. Because the look that I saw on his face any time our eyes met was pure longing, and it made me wish I was even remotely capable of just walking up to him and starting a conversation.

I missed him. That was the problem. A problem that I definitely couldn’t go about fixing during the event, so I shoved it to the side and did whatever Dr. Ramirez needed me to do. And given that it was taking them longer to tabulate the earnings from the silent auction, she wanted me to go ask the deejay to play some songs that might encourage people to dance while they waited.

“I’ll play Lady in Red for you,” the deejay whispered far too close to my ear after he’d granted my request.

“Umm, no thanks,” I said with a kinder smile than I was feeling. He opened his mouth to say something else when my phone buzzed in my hand. I held it up and gave him an apologetic look.

Dylan: This is completely related to the event. Do I need to kick his ass? Because he looks like a completely incompetent deejay.

I rolled my eyes.

Me: No violence necessary.

Dylan: Not from where I’m standing. He was creeping you out.

Warmth bloomed in my stomach, and I pinched my eyes shut so that I wouldn’t look at him.

Dylan: Okay. Sorry. That wasn’t event-related. But, this is. Someone needs to start the dancing. Would you do me the honor?

Me: You need to serve drinks.

Dylan: Brian has it handled. Please dance with me. My lips are still sealed, I promise. And once we’re out there, other people will join. Isn’t that what you were talking to the deejay about?

“Damn it,” I said under my breath.

Dylan: You shouldn’t curse out loud at a work event.

My eyes snapped up and my heart dropped into my toes. Dylan was standing about five feet from me, his hands tucked into his pockets. He gave me a small smile and then made the motion of a zipper in front of his mouth. When he lifted his eyebrows in question, then glanced out at the still-empty dance floor, I heaved out a sigh.

“Fine.” I pointed at him. “But don’t try anything funny with your hands.”

Dylan adopted a mock-hurt expression and held up three fingers in a boy scout salute and I rolled my eyes, which made him smile. His smile held like that when he extended his hand to me. When I placed mine in his, every inch of skin on my body tingled, like I was a bare wire and he’d plugged me into a live electrical socket.

While he led me through the tables and into the middle of the empty floor, I caught Glinda’s eye and glared when I saw her joyful smile. But my glare softened when Dylan turned toward me with a look on his face so vulnerable that my breath stuttered in my chest. Was that what love looked like? That tortured, open look in his eyes?

And wasn’t that precisely how I felt every time I saw him or heard his voice since he’d walked out of my apartment? I couldn’t answer that question just then, but it tumbled through my head, matching the beat of the song.

With a smooth motion, Dylan pulled me into his arms, much like he did that first and only other time we had danced together. The height on my heels helped with our height difference, but I still fit snugly against his chest, his chin resting on the top of my head.

When his chest expanded in a deep inhale, I tightened my hold on his back, feeling the flex of his muscles under the layers of his vest and his shirt.

The song rolled along, and Dylan and I swayed gently to the beat. People joined us on the dance floor, but I paid them no attention, just breathing in the clean, masculine scent that surrounded me. When he tucked our joined hands on his chest, bringing us even closer, his breathing changed, like he was having to physically stop himself from saying something to me.

Suddenly, I wanted to cry. My brain was all twisted, like it had dropped by my heart and tangled itself up in my arteries. I couldn’t remember anything, why I’d fought against him so hard or pushed him so firmly away from me.

He was still here. He was everywhere, and that said more to me than any words he might have spoken. Dylan wasn’t giving up on me or running away.

The song drew to close and I wanted to scream, no! It can’t be done yet! I blinked up at Dylan when he stepped back and the look of raw, visceral pain on his handsome face was enough to mute whatever was going to come out of my mouth. He looked miserable, and I’d done that to him. I’d done that to both of us.

He blew out a hard breath and walked away, yanking my heart out of my chest with his long, purposeful strides. I only made it one step to follow him when Dr. Ramirez laid a hand on my shoulder.

“We’re done, Kat. I’ve got the figures for you if you’re ready to make the announcement.”

I nodded and made my way to the stage. I don’t know what I said, or if it made any sense. But people clapped and cheered when I read the figure off of the cream colored paper in my shaking hand. They probably thought I was shaking so badly because of nerves, but it couldn’t be further from the truth. It was all Dylan, all me. All the things I’d put us through. I walked back down the steps and was stopped by about a dozen people by the time I made it back to my table. I must have answered them, because they were all kind smiles and congratulatory words.

No matter where I looked, I couldn’t find Dylan. Brian was behind the bar by himself, and the table where I’d sat for dinner was empty. My shoulders slumped when I braced the back of one of the deserted chairs.

From my clutch, my phone buzzed again and I fumbled to open the clasp to retrieve it, almost dropping it in the process.

Dylan: I’m sorry, but I couldn’t stand there anymore and keep my promise to you. I just wanted to tell you that I’m so incredibly proud of you and all the work you’ve put into the event tonight.

Of all the things he could have said to me, that was the thing that was guaranteed to make me realize that I’d never, ever move on from him. That he’d be etched onto my heart, in my soul, for the rest of my life.

Now I just had to figure out how to show him that.
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“Leonidas,” I said, shaking my head at the ridiculous picture he made. Since he couldn’t run at the pace he wanted, whenever he got really excited, he started wiggling in a circular motion. “Just wait, buddy. You’ll have your new leg in like two-ish months. Then you can take off whenever you want.”

I rubbed the corner of one silky ear and marveled at how big he seemed compared to when I’d found him by the dumpster. Doctor Ramirez figured he’d be close enough to his full grown size that they’d be able to take a cast of his paw and send out for his prosthetic leg to get custom-made. Six months, from the time I’d found him, to wait to be able to walk properly, to be able to run around whenever he felt like it.

It was probably sad that sitting in the grass with my dog, pondering at the patience that it probably took for him on a daily basis, humbled me.

Patience had never been my strong suit. I know, massive understatement. And this thing with Kat was tugging at every loose thread in my whole body, to the point that every time I got a single shred of acknowledgement from her, I was at risk of unraveling completely.

Things had been quiet between us since the fundraiser the night before, where she’d completely blown me the hell away in that red dress. The way she’d looked, man. That was the kind of look that a man would remember on his death bed.

Kat had only gone to the mic once, at the end of the night, to announce the total dollar amount raised; a staggering thirty-three thousand dollars. I knew from Glinda that they were praying for twenty, so I’d clapped just as loudly as everyone else there knowing how much this would mean to their clinic. I’d been doing it while I made my quiet exit, not able to stay in the same room as her any longer without losing my mind completely.

Leonidas stretched out by my legs, groaning when I scratched his belly.

“You’re pretty spoiled, boy. You know that?” His tail whipped against the grass and I laughed. “It’s like you know what I’m saying. Freaks me out, dude.”

He whipped around off his back, his three legs finding purchase on the lawn and his head tilted to the right, then the left. Then I heard it; the distinctive rattle of Kat’s car coming down the street.

I stood, picking up Leonidas as I did, fighting a bout of unmanly nerves at her unexpected appearance. It was probably a good thing, but with her, I’d learned to never assume a damn thing. So, I went into the house to wait for her.

Turns out I had to wait for about fifteen minutes, as she sat in the parked car that whole time, staring up at my house from the driver’s seat.

Nervous was probably good. Hopefully.

Then my optimism faded a tad when she stood from her car, a stoic, determined expression on her fine-boned face. I stayed in the kitchen while she walked up the driveway, waiting for a beat after she knocked on the door. My truck was in the garage, so she knew I was home. I took a deep breath and pushed from the counter when she knocked again, a little louder this time.

Motioning for Leonidas to stay by his bed next to the couch, I swung the door open, losing my heart all over again when I saw her wringing her hands.

“Hi.” I couldn’t believe how normal I sounded, when my brain was practically pulsing out of my head with nerves. Her face was smooth and her eyes shuttered, which didn’t help the mild anxiety pulsing through me. I swallowed roughly, making sure I was okay before I spoke again. “Do you want to come in?”

Kat looked beyond me and took a deep breath, then nodded. I stepped aside and she didn’t move right away. It could not be good if she was having this hard of a time walking in the damn door.

But for now, I would be content just breathing the same air as her. My lungs expanded and I caught a whiff of sweet vanilla. Then she tripped on the door jamb and I caught her forearm, helping right her.

She gave me a crooked grin, her big brown eyes full of embarrassment, and in an instant my nerves were gone. Just like that.

Leonidas scurried across the floor to greet Kat, and I moved around them into the family room, hoping she’d join me. Sitting on the couch, I watched her laugh at the way Leonidas was licking her neck and my heart eventually slowed and settled.

Kat must have felt my eyes on her, because she flushed pink and stood up, swiping her hands on her jean skirt.

“Do you need anything to drink?” Not awkward at all, my stiff attempt at trying to ferret out why she’d stopped by.

She shook her head, pausing by a chair, but not sitting. Briefly, I wondered if I should stand, but then she perched on the arm, wringing her hands again while she looked at me.

“It’s just you and me here, okay?”

“I know. That’s what makes this so hard.”

I clenched my jaw, not exactly sure how I should take that. “What’s wrong, Sprite?”

Her eyes fell shut at my gently spoken question and I braced myself for whatever she was preparing to say. “What if … what if I can never get over my issues?”

My eyebrows lifted, not expecting that to be it, but my heart sped up nonetheless. “What do you mean?”

Shifting to the side, she sat fully in the chair, angling so that she was facing me and our knees almost brushed. “Oh you know, rampant insecurity and a debilitating fear of commitment, the idea that I can’t function within a normal family or relationship structure. What if they never go away?”

I swallowed, keeping my eyes trained firmly on hers. Neither of us blinked. “Well, then I guess I’ll figure out just how patient I can be.” Her breathing picked up, the color rising in her face again. That blush on her high cheekbones might be the death of me, and I almost hated myself for not recognizing immediately how perfectly beautiful she was. “Because even if those issues never go away, I’m not going away either, Kat. If they are always in your head, then I guess,” I swallowed, making sure I could say it and really mean it, “I’ll get really good at being the best friend you’ve ever had in your life.”

“You’re the only best friend I’ve ever had, Dylan.” I nodded, not sure if that should comfort me or not. Then she took a deep breath and sat up straighter. “But … but what if I never fully get over my issues, umm, and I don’t want you to be my best friend because that would be too hard?”

I fisted my hands where they rested on my thighs from the desire to reach out to her. Her eyes dropped down to them and she smiled a little. When I let out a slow breath, she looked back up at my face and I smiled back at her. “Then maybe you could let me love you.”

It would do no good to tell her that that would happen anyway, whether she wanted me to or not. That I would be doing that for the rest of my life, even if she never spoke to me again.

“Okay.”

I smiled, her wide-eyed response making it easy for me to shift off the couch and onto to my knees in front of her chair. The sweet smile she gave me when I settled myself in between her legs and wrapped my arms around her waist filled me with so much overwhelming warmth. Kat ran a hand through my hair and I dropped back to my heels, resting my forehead in her lap. Just the simple touch of her fingers on my scalp made me damn near want to weep.

Then I lifted my head, drawing my thumb in small circles on the smooth skin underneath her shirt. “You are saying okay to the second option, right? Because that kinda determines how I respond next.”

She laughed, following the line of my eyebrow and down the top of my nose with her finger. “Yeah. I think I’m saying okay to the second option, because I’m pretty certain that I’m love with you, too.”

I angled up, using gentle pressure on her back to push her forward. Right before our lips met, I paused and searched her eyes, looking for any lingering doubts. But there wasn’t a single one in her deep brown irises. Kat moved the last inch, slipping her cool tongue in between my opened lips until she found mine.

In a fluid movement, she sank onto the floor with me, on her knees between my legs and wrapping her slim, strong arms around my neck. I wound around her, deepening our kiss by tilting my head to the side. The sigh that she let out into my mouth made me smile against her lips.

Then I pulled back, narrowing my eyes at her. “Wait. You think?”

Instead of smiling or laughing in response, Kat gave me an earnest nod. “I mean, I wanted to die when you were gone and I felt so yucky and gross when I wasn’t giving in to you, and the thought of not having you in my life as mine made me want to throat-punch someone. If that’s not love, then I do not know what is.”

I laughed deeply, feeling a lightness through to my soul that I’d never experienced before. Loving her was one thing. But knowing she loved me back?

I felt like I could fly.

“Oh, Kat.” I leaned in and kissed her again. “I was always yours. From the day I met you, I think.”

“You’re probably right. I guess it’s a good thing you’re so stubborn, huh? Keeping the relationship flame alive for both of us this whole time.”

I wrapped my arms around her again, resting my chin on the top of her head. She placed a soft kiss on the side of my throat, humming as she did it. “Trust me, Sprite. Stubbornness is my very best trait. Don’t let anyone tell you any differently.”

But she pulled back and gave me a serious look. “No. Your best trait is that you love me. Isn’t that awfully self-centered of me to think so?”

“Yes, it sure is. But I won’t tell anyone.” She laughed when I kissed her forehead. Bracing a hand on the coffee table, I stood and helped her to her feet. “So now what?”

Kat snorted, following me into the kitchen. “You’re supposed to tell me, old man.”

Halting in my tracks so quickly that she smacked into my back with an oomph, I pursed my lips and raised an eyebrow, even though she couldn’t see me. “Old man?”

One small, warm hand snaked under my shirt and clutched at the skin on my back. “Mmmhmm.” Then she smoothed the hand around front and settled on my abs, her fingers tickling along my muscles. I tilted my chin up and tried to remember how to breathe. “But like, a hot old man.”

I turned around so quickly that she squealed, especially when I dropped my shoulder and hoisted her up over my shoulder. Leonidas barked after us when I carried her down the hallway, smacking her ass when she pinched my side.

Instead of throwing her into the center of my bed like I’d originally planned, I lowered her carefully, taking my time so that her curves brushed against me in the greatest possible way. She clutched two fists into the collar of my shirt and dragged my mouth down to hers, kissing me with so much ferocity that pretty soon we were clashing tongues and clicking teeth in our need to be closer and closer. It was never enough. It would probably never feel like enough with Kat.

Then she yanked me backwards, and I toppled into the bed with her underneath me.

“Would it be horribly cliché of me to ask you if we can try that sex thing one more time?” Kat wiggled under me and my eyes rolled back in my head, which made her laugh with delight.

“One more time?” I asked, curving my hand around the firm line of her waist and yanking her against me. “No. Not one more time. You’ll lose count eventually. There won’t be a number high enough, Sprite.”

She smiled up at me, and I fell in love all over again.
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Six months later

The sounds of laughter floated through the screen door to where I was filling a tray with one last round of drinks before Dylan was done grilling the hamburgers. His parents had landed this morning, and would be staying with us for the next week.

Marie bawled her eyes out when she hugged me this morning at the airport, telling me that she’d prayed for someone like me to end up with Dylan.

I mean, she didn’t strike me as crazy the first time I met her, but maybe I’d been wrong. Dylan must have seen the disbelief on my face when she was still gripping me to her, because he went about proving to me just how perfect I was for him while they were taking Leonidas on a walk through our neighborhood.

Twice, actually.

I’d barely pulled my underwear back on underneath my maxi dress when we heard them come back through the front door. Elliot, smart man that he was, had taken one look at my rumpled hair and winked at me before herding his wife right out into the backyard.

“Sprite, you done with those drinks yet?” Dylan yelled through the slider.

“Settle your ass down,” I yelled right back.

Garrett came out of the bathroom, shaking his head at me. “Language, young lady.” When he snagged a potato chip from my plate, I smacked his hand with a spatula. Then he grinned at me. “Did you see the new trick I taught Leonidas?”

I shook my head, and Garrett pointed at the dog, who was now fully acclimated to his prosthetic and ran circles, literally, around everyone he met. Garrett made a shooting noise, aiming his finger like a gun at Leonidas. Leonidas flopped on the ground, all fifty pounds of him, his four legs in the air. Garrett whistled and Leonidas flipped back around to standing and waited for a treat.

“What a good boy,” I cooed. “Momma’s so proud of you.”

“Thanks,” Garrett said easily.

I rolled my eyes.

“So are we celebrating anything in particular at this shindig? Dylan going to get on bended knee or something?”

My hands froze while I was pouring water into Marie’s glass, and I gave Garrett a look that was most likely full of horror. He burst out laughing.

“It’s not funny,” I hissed, setting the water pitcher down and chucking an ice cube at his head. Garrett was over all the time. I think he was bored living by himself. And since I’d moved in with Dylan about a month earlier when the lease on my apartment was up, that meant I saw a whole lot of Garrett too. But it was okay with me, because he totally felt like the big brother that I always wanted growing up and now I got annoyed by on a daily basis.

“Holy shit, sprite.” Garrett wiped at fake tears under his eyes. “Your face. I wish I’d taken a picture so I could show it to Dylan whenever he pissed me off. I could be like, ‘Do you see this, man? This is the look on your woman’s face when she thinks about marrying you.’”

I leaned over to flick at his ear, then pointed at the tray. “Carry this for me. And you better watch it. You’re going to have a woman make that exact same face about you some day.”

“Not for a long time, Chiquita.”

We made our way outside, him still protesting that he’d ever purposely enter into a serious, committed relationship and me actively ignoring him.

Dylan wrapped a strong arm around my shoulders when I slid in next to him by the picnic table. He always smelled so good. How did he do that?

I mean, I equated his smell to sexy times, because that’s basically what happened every time I pressed my nose into his skin, but it was so clean and soapy and masculine.

“You having fun?” he whispered into my ear right before pressing a kiss to my temple.

I nodded up at him with a smile. “Yup. I even gave your dad a hug without having a panic attack. But when he asked me to call him Dad, I did almost throw up.”

He grinned. “So you’re doing awesome then?”

“Pretty much.”

About two months after Dylan and I started dating, I found a counselor that specialized in foster care kids, and had been seeing her every week for the last four months. Some days I walked out sobbing, and other days, I just wanted to burrow in Dylan’s arms and never come out. But at the end of every session, I knew that I was not only loved, but I was worthy of that love. I’d been loved by my parents first, and now by my friends and my man, and his wonderful family that I was slowly getting to know.

I blinked rapidly, feeling overwhelmed by the smiling faces and happy feeling that permeated the air.

“You okay?” He squeezed my shoulder.

Turning so I could wrap my arms around his waist, I held him tightly and pulled in a deep breath. “I’m perfect. I never want this to end.”

With one finger, Dylan tilted my chin up so that I was looking into the brilliant blue of his eyes. “It never will. Someday— not today— but someday, I’ll put a ring on your finger and marry you anywhere in the world that you want. You’ll be mine forever, and I’ll be yours.”

Instead of the flood of panic I’d felt at Garrett teasing me about Dylan proposing in front of everyone today, it was a smooth billow of peace covering my whole body when Dylan said it to me like that. He swiped at a tear that rolled down my cheek, and his eyes held so much affection and love and warmth that I could hardly believe that I got to keep him.

“You already are,” I said, closing my eyes and holding him even tighter. Just like I would do for the rest of my life.

Check out the rest of the Bachelors of the Ridge. They’re each standalone reads and FREE in Kindle Unlimited.

Grab Garrett next HERE.

Then don’t forget to read Cole, Michael, and Tristan’s love story too!
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To the readers of romance.

It’s a label that I proudly claim for myself, because readers of romance are part of a community that is

intelligent, fierce, loyal and above all; believers in happily ever after.


One

Garrett




Most people who knew me would tell you that my life was pretty good. Not like, I lived in a mansion and had a playboy bunny for a wife and she loved to cook good. More like, I hated my job and worked for my father and he didn’t know I hated my job and I felt like nobody took me seriously kind of good.

Yeah. That kind.

Despite my shameless whining, I really did enjoy my life. I had kick-ass friends and a house that I owned. My sister and I were close, and I received a steady, ridiculously inflated paycheck from a job that held a title that was just as ridiculously inflated.

Chief Operating Officer of Calder Financial Services, Inc. sounded big and important, because it was. We were a financial firm in Denver that employed over fifty people, and my dad had poured his entire life into those brick walls for the last twenty-five years. But every single time I sat down in a mindless meeting that could have been wrapped up in an email, I wanted to gouge my eyes out with a popsicle stick, just to see how long it might take.

The people across the table from me would give me side-eyed looks when I suggested such a thing. Gasp! No meetings? How would they all function? Imagine the productivity levels if we actually had to sit at our desks and get shit done.

The horror.

Given that I had zero popsicle sticks, I jammed my fingers in my eye sockets while my dad preached at me from the opposite end of his office after the last perfect example of the kind of meeting I hated. Roughly twenty-five percent of the square footage of the top floor of the building was dedicated to his office, and I always marveled at how he thought it was necessary. Not that it wasn’t nice. He had two leather couches, a full size conference table for twelve, mini fridge behind his L-shaped desk, and two solid walls of glass that showed nothing but the downtown Denver skyline. Specifically, the shining golden dome of the Capital building and the long stretch of the Rockies beyond it in the distance.

“Garrett,” he barked and I dropped my hands.

“Yeah.” I blinked a few times. “I’m listening.”

“You can’t do that in the middle of a meeting, son. You can’t make statements like that, the kind that basically tell your senior management team that they’re wasting their time with pointless bureaucracy.”

“They are wasting their time,” I mumbled, stretching my legs out in front of me and picking at a piece of lint on my charcoal colored pants. Fine. There wasn’t actually a piece of lint, it just gave me something to look at besides my father’s face.

Partially because it weirded me out sometimes, how similar we looked. Same height (roughly six-three), same hair (dark blond/light brown depending on the time of year), same strong nose (from his mother’s side), same dark brown eyes. The other part was because I was so familiar with his tone of voice that I had no desire to see the matching look of disappointment on his mirror-image face.

Believe me, I saw it often. You wouldn’t want to look either.

“Garrett,” he said wearily, and the creak of his leather desk chair made me lift my eyes briefly. “This is how it’s done. You can’t ask people that have been doing things a certain way for their entire career to cut out a massive chunk of the decision making process at this firm simply because you don’t think it’s necessary.”

“Dad, come on. We sat in that room for two hours this morning and the only clear thing that came out of it is that the danishes from the bakery downstairs suck and that we need to run an extra report at the end of each quarter.” I lifted my eyebrows. “You seriously think that’s a good use of company time?”

He held up his hands and leaned back in his chair. “I’m not saying it is. But you still can’t do that in the middle of a joint staff meeting. That’s not how a COO should— “

“Not how a COO should conduct himself,” I finished, since I heard it on a weekly basis. Bi-weekly, actually. Speaking of should, that should beg the question of why he wanted me as COO in the first place.

Of course, I knew. It wouldn’t help me to verbalize it. My younger sister Anna had a successful career as an interior designer, and no interest in working at Calder Financial Services. Which meant in order to keep it as a family owned and operated business, I was the heir apparent on the operational side.

Anna and I both owned shares of it, along with my parents, so it would take a lot for it to be owned by anyone else. But for my father to be satisfied with someone else running it? That was a horse of a different color, as they say. I didn’t say that. That would be weird, as I was thirty-four and not eighty-four.

“I get as sick of saying it as you do hearing it.”

I held up a finger. “I wouldn’t necessarily agree with that statement. I actually think you love saying it to me. In fact, I’d go so far as to say that saying that to me makes you feel all warm and fuzzy inside, like someone just puked up gold at your feet.”

My dad sniffed, shaking his head when I said it. “Do you take any of this seriously?”

“Nothing gives me greater joy than for you to remind me that I embarrass you.”

“And to think,” he continued as if I hadn’t said anything, “I was just going to hand you a project that might make you happy.”

“Spit shining your shoes?”

He pursed his lips just as there was a knock on the door, followed by a female voice. “Rich, you wanted to see me?”

It was, in fact, a miracle that I held in the groan that I so desperately wanted to let out.

The reason I say that is because while my father constantly reminded me that I should be doing better, almost every single person in the company loved me. They smiled when I walked past, showed me pictures of their grandkids or new litter of puppies because I actually took the time to ask.

There was one person, however, besides my father that constantly made me feel like I was a little kid pretending to be an adult.

Aurora Anderson. It was so unfair that the Wicked Witch of Finance inhabited the body of a gorgeous woman my age.

“Rory!” my dad said with a big-ass smile on his face.

Rory, I mouthed at her, with my eyebrows lifted and she pierced me with a narrow-eyed glare that actually made my balls shrink up. No one called her that around the office, so it delighted me to no end that I had something I could use against her.

“Sorry I couldn’t be at the meeting this morning.” She crossed the office and clasped my dad’s outstretched hand. “I had an emergency at my condo a couple days ago and had to wait for the insurance adjuster.”

“Clogged toilet?” I deadpanned and she took a deep breath, never once looking my way. To be honest, that was fine. As much as I hated Aurora, which I did, she sure as hell was something to look at.

She was slim and tall, at least five-nine or five-ten without heels, which she wore without fail. Her blonde hair was always loosely curled and pulled back into a low ponytail. Her skin was tan in the way that made me think she spent a lot of time outside. Shocking, because I typically thought vampires would burn the hell up out in the natural light.

Honestly, I wasn’t even positive what her eye color was because she either glared at me or ignored me. That wasn’t true. We interned together at CFS while we were both finishing our MBA, even though my internships had merely been a formality. The first day we met, almost eight years ago at that point, I had to struggle not to gape when I introduced myself to her. She had the deepest blue eyes I’d ever seen in my life. Almost a purplish blue.

Like flowers or sunset or some shit.

But then she’d opened her mouth, and blew it all to hell.

“I’m not here to make friends, Prince Calder. If you stay out of my way, then we’ll both be happier for the foreseeable future.”

“Prince Calder? You don’t even know me,” I’d said on a shocked laugh.

Instead of answering, she’d flicked those remarkable eyes over my shoulder at the empty office that already had my nameplate on the door. “Sure I do.”

Then she’d walked away, taking her long legs and perfect hair and shockingly blue eyes away from me. I don’t think we talked for six solid months after that.

If you could believe it, our work relationship had gotten even worse since we first met. But I couldn’t fire her, even if it had been my call to make. For one, I had to grudgingly admit that she was incredible at her job. And also because my dad and Aurora’s boss, the VP of Finance, were completely enamored with her.

In a professional way. Not in like, the creepy old man way.

So if I’d tried to oust her, they’d probably throw my ass on the curb before I could blink.

“Earth to Garrett,” Aurora said, snapping me from my internal diatribe. The one I had often, where I fantasized about telling her to pack her shit and leave.

Since my dad couldn’t see her when she was facing me, she rolled her eyes when I apologized.

“Okay,” my dad interrupted before I could do something super professional like flip my middle finger up at her. “As I was saying to Rory, the two of you both think there are things we could streamline and subjects that could be handled more efficiently to cut down on meeting times.”

I glanced over at her, but she’d shifted in her chair and was facing my dad again. She and I agreed on something? With a quick look out the window to make sure the sun wasn’t dripping with blood or some other sign of the apocalypse, I nodded in answer.

“So, I’d like to assign you two the task of coming up with a new monthly and quarterly meeting schedule for the senior management team.”

He stared at us, waiting for a reaction. Aurora was completely still, and I was trying to choke down my laughter.

I cleared my throat. “Dad, are you sure you want the two of us to do this?”

“Rich,” she said immediately after I was done, not sparing me a single look. “I really think this is something that could be handled by just one person, with input from the senior management team via email.”

But my dad silenced her by lifting one hand. “I get it. You guys don’t like each other.” Aurora and I immediately started talking, but he gave us a look that shut us up pretty quickly. “It’s fine. And you know what? There’s no rule that you have to love everyone that you work with. However, you do have to be able to set aside the things that you don’t like, and be able to get your job done. And in this case, your job is to work together on this because I’ve asked you to.” He paused, leveling a serious look at both of us. “Despite the fact that you don’t get along, I think you’ll balance each other well if you set your issues aside. Garrett, your desire to streamline our processes, the ideas that you have are great. And Rory, you have a practical outlook and a logical head to work with him on that.”

Silence cloaked his office. Most likely because Aurora and I were both attempting to come to grips with the fact that this was the first time in eight years that we’d be working on something together. Not just together, but only the two of us together.

When I lifted my head, she was staring at me. Then she mouthed a curse word that I’m quite sure started with an ‘F’ and turned back to my dad.

The sides of my lips started to curve into a smile, so I coughed into the back of my hand to hide it.

“Okay, Dad.”

Rory nodded and gave him a small smile. “Sounds good to me.”

When I looked at my dad, he looked pleased in a way that made me ill. Like he’d just succeeded in some Machiavellian scheme to overtake a small country.

Then he rubbed at his chest and took a deep breath.

“You okay, Dad?”

He waved me off. “Heartburn. Shouldn’t have had that Chinese for lunch.”

Aurora stood from the chair she’d been sitting in and spared me a derisive glance. “When would you like this done, Rich?”

“Present me with your recommendations in two weeks and it’ll go to senior management when I’ve signed off on it.”

When she nodded and started her quick-paced walk to the door, I gave my dad an absent wave and jogged after her. I wished, I really, really wished that her ass did not look so spectacular in the simple black pants that she favored.

“Aurora,” I called out when she picked up the pace. “Come on, you can’t ignore me already. This’ll be a shitty two weeks if you do.”

“Watch me,” she said over her shoulder.

I caught up with her and hooked a gentle hand into the crook of her elbow and steered us into the darkened conference room.


Two

Aurora




“Get your hands off me,” I hissed and ripped my arm away from him. Garrett held up his hands in surrender when I whipped to face him. Ugh. This man made me go from zero to fire-breathing dragon in about one point two seconds.

He flipped the light switch on so that we weren’t standing in a dark conference room and took a deep breath. “Come on, Rory, don’t be like this.”

“You do not get to call me that.”

Damn him, ooooooh, damn him and that highly amused grin that he gave me in answer. That’s what made it so much worse. Garrett Calder was handsome. He was tall and muscled with broad shoulders that looked (I could only admit this in my head, because I’d likely choke on the words if they came out of my mouth) incredible in a suit. Oh, I’d have liked it so much better if he was a hunchback with two teeth and pockmarks covering the left side of his body.

You know, have the outside match the inside.

“But my old man does?”

With brisk movements, I straightened my blue cotton blouse and sniffed. “Yes.”

Garrett leaned up against the door behind him, clearly not planning on going anywhere. Ass.

“How come?”

“You realize that I don’t have to answer you, right? It’s my prerogative who gets to call me a nickname and who doesn’t.”

When he snorted, I risked a look at him under my lashes. Still smiling that stupid smile. It was one of the non-professional things that I envied about him. The ease with which he smiled and joked, making the people around him happy in turn. The people who I reported to and the people who worked under me all respected me and liked me. But we weren’t exactly friends. We didn’t swap jokes or secrets.

But I’d take respect any day of the week, and twice on Sunday. So I straightened and faced him, giving him the full weight of my annoyed expression. “What?”

“Nothing.” He shook his head, completely amused by my snippy response.

“You are so aggravating.”

“And you are so defensive, Rory.”

I narrowed my eyes and he smothered a laugh. “I’m not defensive. I’m simply explaining to you that it’s my right to recognize that certain people are deserving of informalities over others.”

He clutched a hand to his heart. “So many big words. Stop.”

When I lifted an eyebrow, he gave me a mildly apologetic look. “Okay, fine. I’ll stick to Aurora.”

“Thank you,” I conceded. “Can I leave now? This kind of proximity to you gives me hives.”

“Better figure something out then, because not only will we have to work in the same room, but there will be no one to act as your buffer.” He tipped his chin at me. “And I know you need those when I’m around.”

This. This precise thing was my problem with Garrett. He never seemed to take things seriously. He held a position of power within a company that I very much believed in, and he was always on the verge of a joke. The fact that he’d done approximately nothing to deserve the job he was in rankled against every core value I held packed around my heart.

I worked fifty-five hours a week to make sure that I earned my spot as Senior Manager of Finance. My boss, Cal, never failed to acknowledge when I stepped up to the plate, and Rich had been the most fantastic mentor I could have asked for in my years since graduating college. CFS helped me get my master’s with the financing program they extended to every intern who took a job with them, but I would have stayed without it.

Time and time again, I told myself that I’d give Garrett the benefit of the doubt. I’d be civil, maybe even attempt to get to know him better.

Then he’d open his mouth and I’d want to stab him. Repeatedly. With a rusty butter knife.

“I’ll be perfectly fine. Your father has never had any cause to doubt my professionalism.”

Garrett snapped his fingers. “That’s it! I’ll wear a wire when we’re together.” Then he clicked his tongue and gave me a sad smile. “When he hears the uninhibited vitriol that you spew my way? Better get your resume ready, Aurora.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and smiled sweetly. “While I feel like I should acknowledge the multi-syllable words that you just used correctly in a sentence, I don’t want to waste my time. Anyone can use a thesaurus.” His lips flattened and he straightened from the door. I stepped closer to him. “Your father won’t fire me, Garrett. Because not only have I been a perfect employee for this company since day one, he voluntarily took on the role of being my mentor.” Then I pointed a finger at him. “That’s why he’s allowed to call me something that only very important people in my life can. Because he knows me. And he’s had a major impact on my life.”

I didn’t know what I expected. I really didn’t.

“Huh. Can’t imagine what that must be like.”

“What do you mean?” I rolled my shoulders and just, ugh, wanted to be anywhere else.

“My father as a mentor. I pretty much just get barked at.”

Maybe he was kidding. But when I searched his face, he actually looked genuine. It made me want to laugh. It also made me want to fidget. Something sharp and pokey settled in my stomach when I thought about getting a piece of Rich that his own son didn’t even have. So like I usually did when that particular reaction was triggered, I went back to my default. At least, my default with Garrett.

Sarcasm.

“If your interpretation of getting barked at,” I lifted my fingers to make air quotes, “is being handed the COO position in barely six years while the rest of us actually have to work at getting promoted? Sweetheart, I’ll start investing every cent into Kibbles N’ Bits.”

The look on his face gave me a moment of pause. Garrett looked … not offended, exactly. Uncomfortable. He looked uncomfortable. Like I’d unveiled something that very much bothered him.

Too bad, so sad.

If Prince Calder didn’t like the idea that he’d been handed a promotion on a silver platter, it was not my job to assuage his conscience.

Regardless, I shifted on my feet and wrapped my arms tightly around my chest again. It was starting to feel warm in the room, which was ridiculous since the air vent was blasting frigid cold air down at us.

“Because you know everything about my life, don’t you?”

“I know enough.” It felt easy to say it, not quite as easy to believe it.

He spread his arms open, revealing the crisp white shirt and scarlet colored tie. “And she’s a psychic, ladies and gentlemen. Let’s all give her a hand.”

“Don’t you dare patronize me,” I snapped.

“Then don’t you dare judge me,” he snapped right back, more fire in his eyes than I was used to seeing.

“Calling a spade a spade is not the same thing as making a snap judgement, Garrett. Don’t forget I’ve had a front row seat to your rise to the top floor. You can’t tell me it’s not exactly the way I’m describing it.”

Garrett rubbed his lips together while the words were still hanging in the air between us. I was breathing harder than I should, given the small amount of space we were sharing. Didn’t matter that the conference room was cavernous. The pocket of space that we were sharing felt like a thumb tack. He finally blinked.

“Fair enough,” Garrett finally said, his voice rougher than normal. “Should we just connect tomorrow morning?”

I nodded, staring out of the large wall of windows that opened into the hallway, actively avoiding his stupid brown eyes. “That’s fine. The first half of my day is pretty open.”

With that, he walked out and left me in the quiet. I gripped the back of one of the chairs behind me and fought for balance. I did not need to feel bad for Garrett, in any way.

So I closed my eyes and pulled in a deep breath, trying to exorcise myself of anything resembling pity for making Garrett feel bad.

Be a diamond, Aurora, my father’s iron-edged voice echoed through my head. Not because it’s pretty. Pretty doesn’t mean shit. Because they’ll never be able to break you.

“Get out of my head, General,” I whispered into the empty room. But maybe it wasn’t terrible, that anytime I had a moment of weakness I could clearly hear the lessons he shoved at me my entire childhood.

If I was honest with myself, he was the thing driving me anyway. He’d probably never know it. But that didn’t matter.

I knew it. And I’d know when I made it past anything he ever thought I could achieve.

So I lifted my chin, straightened my spine, and walked back to my office to get the hell back to work.
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By the time I made it home that night, my garden-level condo was blessedly quiet. With only the sound of my clicking heels on the hardwood floors, I walked through the open kitchen and dining area. My eyes were closed before my back hit the cushions of the couch.

My phone dinged and I heaved myself up to a sitting position so I could root through my purse to find it. I smiled. My cousin Mia.

Mia: Please tell me you’re home, in comfies and watching The Bachelorette by now.

Me: Close. Minus the second two.

Mia: BORINGGGGGGGG. You have to have something else in your life besides work.

I rolled my eyes, because this was a conversation we had often. It was hard to describe to someone who was your complete opposite that you were truly satisfied with a life that would drive them crazy. Mia was the ultimate extrovert, always had to be surrounded by people and going, going, going all the time. The fact that I willingly worked fifty hours a week and had no qualms about going out for a meal or to a movie by myself was akin to life of torture to her.

Me: Work makes me happy though. And no part of my life is a compromise. Isn’t that what everyone wants?

Mia: I guess if by ‘everyone’ you mean only loners who hate people. Then yes, your life is what everyone wants.

Mia: You can’t tell me that you don’t ever get lonely. I call bullshit.

I ran my thumb over the letters of her text and thought about it, instead of shooting off my knee-jerk response of firm denial. Loneliness was a state of mind, for the most part. If I chose to focus on the fact that I had no one sharing my space, sharing my bed or sharing meals, then maybe I’d have felt lonely. But I didn’t. There was no one to tell me that watching horrible reality dating shows, admittedly my biggest guilty pleasure, was silly. There was no one to play music too loud when I wanted to nap on a Saturday afternoon or read quietly in the chair under the window looking out the front of my condo. No one to argue with my choice of restaurant when I wanted Chinese four nights a week.

Nope. There was no loneliness coating any part of my life. Sometimes, I thought that people wanted me to admit that I was lonely because my life didn’t make sense to them. Like somehow admitting that I felt that there was a piece missing would make it more palatable for them. Oh, you’re sad? Fantastic. I feel much better about the way you live now. Even though Mia knew me better than just about anyone in the world, I knew she didn’t get it either.

She didn’t get that at thirty-three, almost thirty-four, I wasn’t falling over myself to find a man, even for the night, as was her style. When I didn’t answer right away, I heard the chime of more texts come through. Instead of looking, I stood from the couch with a groan and went to change my clothes. The twelve-hundred square feet of my condo in Capitol Hill was a bit bigger than what I needed for just myself, but Mia occasionally visited from Washington, and I liked having an office at home in the second bedroom.

Leaving the lights off in the master, I yawned as I stripped off my black pants and silk blouse, tossing them on to the floor of the walk-in closet. Normally I wasn’t so tired after work, but it’s possible that my run-in with Garrett had more of an effect on me than I was expecting.

I’d run into Rich about two hours later and as was his way, he made sure that I was okay with working with Garrett on the project he’d assigned us.

“Of course,” I’d answered dutifully.

“Good,” he’d boomed, clapping me on the shoulder when he passed by me. “I know you’ll do a good job of keeping him in line.”

I smiled, thinking about that. If Garrett knew his dad had said that, he’d probably cause problems just to make me look bad.

Suddenly, the fact that I was tired pissed me off. One tiny incident shouldn’t have that much sway over me. A quiet night moping on the couch would probably only make it worse, so I yanked open the drawer that held all my workout gear.

If I was going to feel tired, it would be because I’d worked out any frustration on the treadmill or the punching bag at my gym.

No way would I let Garrett be responsible for something like this.


Three

Garrett




More than just about anything, I hated being bored. Like it somehow was a representation of my social life. But when I felt the upheaval that was currently going on at work, it was even worse.

There weren’t many TV shows that I watched, beyond Sports Center and whatever game might be playing, so flipping mindlessly through channels wouldn’t do much good. And all that seemed to do was remind me of how I felt like I was spinning my wheels at work anyway. You’d have thought that a Chief Operating Officer wouldn’t feel that way, but I did. I kept people happy in their jobs and made sure everything was running smoothly on a daily basis. Well, given that we weren’t a huge firm, that wasn’t as hard as it might seem.

For a while, I sat on the floor with my back against my brown leather couch, chucking a tennis ball at the wall and catching it when it bounced back.

Thrilling stuff, I know.

When I almost missed and took my nose off, I stood with a groan and grabbed my cell off the kitchen counter. Within three minutes, I knew my friends would be no help.

Cole, who lived on the street behind mine, wasn’t answering.

Michael, who lived across the street with his brother Tristan, wasn’t answering either.

Dylan, who lived two streets over with his girlfriend Kat, was at work.

Tristan wasn’t on my call list, because he kinda scared the ever-loving shit out of me when he was by himself. Sometimes I thought he gained his power from broody looks and long silences that were only occasionally punctuated by monosyllabic grunts or random deep thoughts that no one understood.

Knowing Dylan wouldn’t care, I pulled up Kat’s contact info and waited for her to pick up.

“Did you know that an octopus has three hearts?”

I pulled my phone back and looked at the screen with bent brows, then brought it back up to my ear. “Are you drunk, Miss Perry? It’s not even six.”

“No,” she answered patiently. “I’m watching a documentary on octopi and it is fascinating.”

“Uh-huh. Thank you for answering my question of whether I should walk over to your house so I’m not so bored.”

“Dylan’s at work.”

“I know. But you’re not. And Leonidas isn’t either.”

“Leonidas is a dog.”

I gasped. “No.”

“You cannot be that bored, Gare Bear.”

“Hey, we’ve discussed this already. You are not allowed to call me that. Every time I hear it, it makes my balls shrink up in protest.”

“Umm, gross.” Kat made a gagging sound. “Seriously though, you can’t have even been home from work for an hour. Aren’t you capable of being by yourself anymore?”

Instead of letting out the whiny nooooooo that I wanted to, I coughed into my hand. “It’s your man’s fault. I was perfectly fine until he lived with me for a while.”

Kat laughed, but I was serious. Standing in my immaculate kitchen and looking into the family room that my sister had decorated, it just felt too big and too quiet.

“Maybe you need a dog.”

“I can borrow yours.”

“Maybe you need a girlfriend.”

“That’s exactly the last thing I need.”

There was banging in the background and Kat made an exasperated huff. “Well, Garrett, I don’t know what to tell you. But I need to go. I’m attempting to make dinner before Dylan gets home and it’s hard enough for me to cook actual things without being distracted. Go for a run or something. Get rid of some energy.”

When she hung up on me, I was still holding the phone to my ear like a freaking chump. When you can’t pester your best friend’s girlfriend into hanging out with you out of pity, it’s a sad state of affairs.

Maybe Kat was right though. I’d canceled my gym membership about a year earlier in favor of working out in the yard or hiking with the guys for exercise. But it was hot as shit outside, and I wasn’t in favor of dying of heat stroke.

So I changed my clothes and made the five-minute drive to my old gym.

Which was closed.

“Shit,” I said under my breath while I stared at the new sign. Unless I suddenly grew breasts, they wouldn’t be letting me inside to work out. While I flipped through my other options on Google Maps and turned my car to head to the next closest option, I realized what an appropriate turn of events this was for my entire day.

Chewed out by my father.

Forced to work with the one person in our whole company who truly hated me.

Nobody to hang out with me.

Gym closed.

I actually opened up my car door to make sure I didn’t have a flat tire.

Which is why I should not have been surprised in the slightest when the first thing I saw after filling out my registration forms from a bored looking meat-head was a woman jogging on a treadmill who actually made me pause to look again.

That probably made me cliché—man checking out woman at the gym—but there was positively no way I would not look.

She was tall and slim, but toned in a way that told me she was here often. She had a thick headband wrapped around her head covering most of the hair against her scalp, but the messy bun was blonde.

The skin-tight pink pants that she wore stopped at her knees, and the only other thing she was wearing was a black sports bra.

God Bless America and the massive workout facility that I’d just waltzed into. Because she was the kind of woman, physically, that made me—the commitment-phobe who usually broke out in hives when women talked about getting married— want to get a whole lot closer and figure out a whole helluva lot about her.

Along her rib cage was a thin line of script that I couldn’t make out. I blinked a few times, realizing what a creeper I probably looked like. Not four feet into the building and I was a full-fledged gawker.

I was about to walk to the weight machines when she turned her head to grab the water bottle and I caught a glimpse of her profile.

“No way,” I muttered under my breath.

I looked up at the ceiling, hoping that among the exposed ductwork and steel beams, I’d find a divine answer to why I was getting completely shit on.

Dear God, I thought, do you hate me? Couldn’t you have just given me shingles or something? Maybe some kidney stones?

For a brief moment I considered walking past her and going to the opposite corner so she wouldn’t see me. But then I thought, nope. If I have to suffer from knowing she’s here, then she needed to suffer too.

Aurora started slowing her pace by punching at the screen on the treadmill when I walked on the one next to her. There were thin black wires snaking up her neck that connected to earbuds.

Instead of starting my machine, I braced my forearms on the dashboard and stared over at her. For a long minute, I thought she might never look over. But when she did, I grinned and was rewarded by a jolt of her entire body. She slapped a hand over her chest while she turned the treadmill off.

“Holy shit, Garrett.” Tilting her head back in the same way I had done moments earlier, she attempted to slow her heavy breathing as she pulled the earbuds out. While she did that, I was absolutely not looking at the soft sheen of sweat on her chest or the softly defined lines of her abs.

Some women looked unattractive to me if they were too muscular. Aurora didn’t have that problem.

She looked strong. Strong and beautiful. Unfortunately, it would now make me worry that she’d be able to kick my ass if she wanted to.

When she glared over at me, it registered that it was the first time I’d ever seen her without makeup. Without the polish that she normally had at the office, she looked younger and softer.

“Stalking is a federal offense, Calder.” With slow movements, she wiped at her neck and chest with a blue towel that made her eyes like, glow or some shit. They were so blue against the unlined skin of her face.

“Nice ink.”

Her eyes snapped to mine before she made a sharp turn off the treadmill.

“Not gonna tell me what it says?” I jogged after her, angling my head to try and see it while she stopped at the free weights.

“Go screw yourself.”

“Well now, that’s an odd choice.”

She sighed and crossed her arms over her chest when she faced me. “Shouldn’t you go do some crunches?” Looking down at my midsection, she lifted an eyebrow. “You’re looking a little chubby there, Calder. Maybe lay off the danishes at the next meeting.”

I started laughing, because it was so ridiculous. I may not have an eight-pack or something crazy like that, but I definitely had muscles there that she’d be able to see from twenty paces.

“That’s cute, Rory.” I smiled even wider at the pinched, pissed off look on her face when I said that. So I leaned in and made a slow sweep of her body. “I’m surprised you can even sweat. Doesn’t water make you melt?”

“Sticks and stones, sweet cheeks.” She sounded bored, but there were twin pops of color high on her cheekbones. “I’d rather be a witch than a clown. How about the next time you see me here, you walk the other direction.”

My face froze, but she didn’t stick around long enough to see my expression. This time I didn’t follow, because she’d just given me the verbal equivalent of a punch to the junk.

I’d rather be a witch than a clown.

The hot sweep of embarrassment that flooded my chest made me feel raw. Aurora Anderson had just put my biggest fear at work into eight measly little words. She’d pegged me with the same sentiment before, but for some reason it hit me harder when she said it here, in her stripped-down state.

Without her armor on, as I was used to seeing it at work, I stupidly didn’t have any on either. So instead of standing by the weights, I marched back to the treadmill and only briefly warmed up before setting a punishing pace for myself.

With no music in my ears, all I could hear was her deceptively innocent, feminine voice saying those words over and over and over.

In my head, I knew I didn’t love my job. It felt like more of a prison sentence than anything. Being cooped up in an office for at least forty hours a week, with discussions of Roth IRAs and mutual funds and life insurance and pension funds dominating my time was just about the worst thing I could imagine. They all took their jobs seriously at CFS. All except me. Hearing her say it, of all people, made my brain hurt.

She hit me in a place that she couldn’t possibly know would affect me so much.

I wasn’t positive when Aurora left the gym. After her parting shot, I didn’t give her another look. Not a single one. All I knew was that by the time I pulled into my garage an hour and a half later, there were aches in muscles that I didn’t remember existed. Truly, people who found joy in exercise should be tested for some sort of mental disorder. It would explain a lot about why Aurora looked like she spent a lot of her time there.

Spending time outdoors, going on hikes, that was what I preferred to do to stay in shape.

Why join a gym then? Maybe I was losing my mind too.

My head dropped onto the headrest behind me as I groaned. Thirty-four was too young to be that sore, that fast. From the console next to me, my phone chimed. But it was so far away. It would require lifting my arms, grabbing the phone, holding it up so I could read it.

And I was secure enough in my manhood to not give a shit that I whimpered when I did those three things.

The weights had been overkill, apparently. Maybe I should have eased into things a bit.

Dylan: Kat said you were pouting earlier. We’re home now if you want to hang out. I can call the other guys too.

Go inside and fall face first into my bed? That would cement my old-man status, given that it wasn’t even 9pm.

Garrett: I’ll be there in ten.

The only thing I managed in those ten minutes was to stumble out of my car, grab a six-pack of beer out of my fridge and chug a bottle of water before getting back into the driver’s seat.

Yes, I was going to drive one street over to Dylan and Kat’s place, because my knees had suddenly decided to pitch a mutiny.

But a quiet, empty house would be too much for my brain after my run-in with Aurora. That woman managed to poke at me with maximum efficiency. Like she could see my weak spots with special goggles that lit up my body with a road map.

Insecurity: hit here.

Unhappiness: hit here.

Uncertainty about future: Oh, do I have the perfect spot. Right here, missy.

I was still fuming about it when I pulled my car into Dylan’s driveway, so I took a second to take a deep breath and stare at the lit front porch of the place he’d lived for almost a year. We were all a bit of an anomaly, single guys who weren’t downtown apartment dwellers. But a tiny shared space suspended above the same skyline that my office looked over had never appealed to me. I did enough of that type of living in college and the couple years after.

The thought of having my own yard to maintain and walls that weren’t shared with anyone else was too appealing for me to walk away from. And given that I had zilch for college debt and a job that paid more than most master’s graduates had, getting a house hadn’t been a stretch for me.

All my friends were the same.

Other than Dylan, who I’d been friends with since late middle school/early high school before my dad moved us from Michigan back to Colorado, I’d met all my closest friends because of where I lived.

The Ridge of Alta Vista, a mix of condos and houses in a subdivision that was less than ten years old, was where we all called home. Cole Mallinson had been my real estate agent, someone that I’d connected with instantly. At the time, he was married, and lived down the street with a wife— now ex-wife— that I’d never even met.

Michael and Tristan Whitfield— brothers who were less than a year apart in age and about as polar opposites as brothers could be— lived across the street from me and had moved in about four months before I did.

Dylan was grandfathered into the group years later after he hauled his Michigander ass over to the Rocky Mountain state simply because he was one of my oldest friends. Kat, his girlfriend, was our pint-sized mascot and only female in the group.

I was still slumped in my car when the front door opened and Kat waved me in. In the space between her legs and the opened door, their mutt, Leonidas shot out and sprinted to my car. When Dylan had found him behind a dumpster at work as a puppy, missing one of his front legs, Kat had helped him get Leonidas fitted with a prosthetic leg. So basically, this dog was the shit.

“Hey, crazy man,” I said after I shut the driver’s side door behind me and scratched behind his flappy gold ears. “If I can’t walk all the way to the door, can I grab onto your collar so you can drag my poor, old body?”

He swished his tail, turning a quick circle that made me laugh.

“You drove here?” Dylan asked from behind the kitchen island when I limped through their front door.

I flicked him off and yanked open their fridge to slide my beer onto the top shelf. Kat snickered under breath at Dylan’s incredulous expression, which I only acknowledged with an eye roll before snagging a piece of pizza from the opened box on the counter.

“Can I have this?” I said around a full bite of spicy meat sauce and mozzarella cheese.

Kat smiled the little fairy sprite smile that always let her get her way around us, then pinched the sensitive skin on the underside of my arm while she passed me. “What would you do if I said I wanted it back?”

“Ummm, ouch,” I said, using the back of the hand that was holding my food to rub at the place she assaulted me. “Dylan, rein your woman in. She’s violent.”

Dylan laughed, swooping down to give Kat a kiss against her smiling mouth. They did that constantly, with the kissing and the PDA. I was immune, thankfully. More so since I spent what should be an embarrassing amount of time as the third wheel to them. Dylan and Kat were the people I hung out with most, after their dog, and I was completely unashamed by it.

So he could slip her some tongue all he wanted.

Except, then Kat made a sound in the back of her throat, her hands started moving, and I had to turn my back to them. “I’m still here. And I saw you grab his junk, Kat.”

Probably just to be assholes, they didn’t stop, instead making obnoxious pleasure-filled noises and smacking noises with their tongues.

If they wanted to play that game, I could to. I pulled out one of the stools at the island and propped my chin in my hands so I could watch them with avid interest.

Kat pulled away first, looking far too pleased at the fact that I’d just seen her squeeze my best friend’s ass. Dylan shook his head at his girlfriend, but the completely ridiculous amount of love he had for her shone through.

“If you stick around long enough,” he said, glancing over at me before smiling at Kat again, “maybe you’ll figure out how to pick up a woman of your own.”

I made a buzzing noise, standing to grab one of the bottles of the Breckenridge Brewing Nitro Vanilla Porter that I’d brought with me. “Not gonna happen. I’ve got one woman too many driving me up the friggin wall as it is. If I tried to fit one more into my life— even of the sane variety— I’d end up in a padded cell.”

Kat clapped her hands and took the stool next to me, her eyes bright and curious while she punched me in the shoulder. “Who’s driving you crazy?”

I was about to answer when Tristan and Michael walked in. Jerking my chin up in greeting, I kept my eyes on Kat. “You’re nosy. Who said I was talking about anyone in particular?”

“Because your answer was way too specific.” She smiled at the brothers Whitfield. “Hi guys, help yourself to some pizza if you’re hungry.”

She only grinned when I lifted an accusing eyebrow at her offer. “Just work stuff. Nothing new.”

“You say that like you talk about work stuff all the time,” Michael said as he snagged two massive pieces of pizza from the pie. “Every time someone asks you how your day was, you change the subject.”

“Avoidance is usually more telling than a lengthy answer,” Tristan said from the corner.

“Hey,” I pointed at him, “that sentence was your entire days’ worth of allotted words. Don’t use them ganging up on me.”

Tristan’s full range of facial expressions ranged from a scowl to boredom to slightly less grumpy version of a grimace which he considered a smile. After six years of knowing him, I still had trouble reading him sometimes. So when he lifted one eyebrow a fraction of an inch, I knew he was distinctly unimpressed. “Am I wrong?”

“Oh, go loosen your man bun. It’s cutting off the blood flow to your brain.” Even though I said it to Tristan under my breath, everyone was staring at me like they expected me to actually explain myself. Then Kat gave me this excited smile, and the thing was she actually looked excited at the idea that I might share something about work with her.

Was I really that stingy with the details?

I didn’t need to think too hard about that, in reality. The need to talk about work with my friends never struck me as important, because I didn’t love what I did during the hours that I was in that office. Burdening them with my poor little rich boy issues was the furthest thing from my mind. Especially when I still felt unsure about what I’d do with my life if I didn’t have to show up at CFS every Monday morning. But it was Kat’s smile and the genuinely interested looks on my friend’s faces that made me open my mouth.

“There’s this woman at work,” I started, twisting the bottle of beer in my hands. “Aurora.”

Kat gasped. “Like Sleeping Beauty! Oh, I love that movie.”

“Easy, Perry. This is not a fairy tale. Because that princess? Hates my guts. And she has no qualms about making that fact perfectly clear.”

“She hot?” Michael asked with an unrepentant grin.

I wish I could have lied. I wish I could have looked him in the eyes and said that she was the ugliest woman I’d ever seen, was twenty years older than me and preferred the company of women so that they wouldn’t entertain any ideas about how I viewed Aurora Anderson.

Instead, I had to tell the truth. “Dude, probably the hottest woman I’ve ever seen in my life.” Kat punched her fist in the air and Michael gave me a nod like, yeah, buddy, that’s what I’m talkin’ about. I sighed. “Can someone grab me another beer?”
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Most mornings, I kept the lighting almost completely off in my condo before I left for work. I don’t know if it was residual from my upbringing of not wasting electricity unless we planned on helping contribute to the bill, or if the darkness around me made it so that I didn’t dawdle after waking. The lights on either side of my bathroom mirror were usually the only ones I kept on for longer than a few seconds while I did my makeup and slicked my hair back into my standard low ponytail.

But that morning, I stood in front of the mirror for longer than normal after pulling on my bra and underwear. I turned to the side and dragged my thumb under the tattoo along my ribs.

The great rebellion from my eighteenth birthday.

Since my parents had never seen it, you’d think it wasn’t much of a rebellious act. But for me it had been. It was the day before I moved out of their house for college, and the burn of the red, tight skin as I packed my belongings was the best kind of reminder as to why I was leaving. Not just leaving, but leaving and never planning on returning.

By the strength within I shall succeed

And I had. But tracing the thin, graceful letters that curved along the line of bone under skin, I couldn’t help but wonder if what they’d drilled into me growing up had been the reason for my success all along.

No. Only so much of what I was had come from my upbringing. I hadn’t passed through their house in fifteen years, and Lord knows I’d changed since then.

Pulling the silk blouse that I’d picked from my closet up over my shoulders, I watched the words disappear slowly. With steady fingers, I buttoned each button, leaving the top one open before tucking the ends of the shirt into my black pencil skirt.

Garrett asking about my ink zipped through my mind and I tried to blink it away. The memory of him smiling at me from that treadmill had legitimately made my heart lurch.

And the muscles of his arms. What was up with that?

He sat at a desk. Just like all the other men in the office. And none of the others looked like Garrett.

“Stop it, stop it, stop it,” I chanted, staring down my reflection in the mirror. So I did.

Mind over matter and all that jazz.

Normally, I took my time eating breakfast in the dark dining area of my condo. But I found myself rushing through bites. Since I was on the garden level, with a small, private patio closed off with a half wall and wrought iron, the passing cars of early birds like me gave off plenty of light to be able to see the oatmeal in front of me. Even though it was my routine every morning, that day it felt more quiet, much more isolated. The complete lack of busy-ness in my life once I left the office normally didn’t bother me. But I wanted to hurry through my morning, rush through the silence that filled all the space around me.

Work, as it had from the time I earned my first paycheck, was where I felt the most comfortable. So I finished my breakfast with hurried bites, knowing that I’d probably be the one to turn the lights on when I walked off the elevator.

By the time I eased my car into my normal parking spot at the corporate office park, I only recognized one other car.

“You have got to be kidding me,” I whispered while I slammed my door shut behind me. The click-clack of my heels on the pavement echoed around me, a fitting tempo for my rapidly rising blood pressure.

Not once had he ever gotten to work before me. Not once in eight years, which was a fact that made me very proud.

So naturally, I was fuming by the time the elevator lurched to a stop. There was a wide swath of light spilling into the hallway from his opened door. Slowing my steps so I didn’t sound like a hippo bearing down on him, I took a quick peek through the thin rectangular window to the right of his door.

And he was looking straight at me.

Shit, I mouthed and stepped into his doorway.

“Aurora, nice of you to finally show up.” He was leaning back in his chair and tossing a baseball between his hands, catching it easily while his chocolate eyes stayed trained on me.

It was just after seven. The asshole.

“Garrett,” I said sweetly, “I half expected there to be fire and brimstone falling from the ceiling. Only apocalyptic level emergencies would get you in the office before nine.”

“Ooh,” he groaned, clutching at his chest. “That’s the best you’ve got? Not a morning person, eh?”

“Haven’t had any caffeine yet.” While I said it, I glanced around his office. Casually, of course. Just a quick sweep of my eyes in a way that didn’t look like I was poring over every detail. There wasn’t much of Garrett in the office. Generic paintings that had probably been hanging there since day one covered the walls in their heavy wood frames. He had a bookshelf on the wall opposite of his desk, but it wasn’t full with books. There was a fifty-fifty mix of sports memorabilia and books on finance.

I snorted when I saw a textbook that I recognized from college.

“What?”

I shrugged my shoulders and looked back at him. “You just threw all your textbooks on the shelf to make it look like you actually read, didn’t you?”

“You got me,” he responded dryly.

Point to Rory. I smirked. “When do you have an opening today? I’ve got a start on compiling all the regular meetings and their purposes so we can work on streamlining.”

Garrett swiveled his chair to the other end of his desk and snatched up a manila folder. “You mean this? Yeah, I know, I’ve been looking at it this morning.”

“Where did you get that?” I snapped, pushing off his door frame.

“One of the perks of my job is that I have a master key.” Then he winked. “Your office is so tidy, Rory. Almost makes me wonder if you actually get any work done in there. I hope you don’t mind that I moved your pens around a little bit.”

The growl out of the back of my throat was involuntary and his smile widened, carving a small dimple on the right side of his lips. If I’d had that freaking baseball in my hands I would have chucked it at his face.

“You had no right, Garrett.”

Any hint of playfulness fell off his face and he leaned forward so that his arms rested on his desk. “Actually I do. That’s why they gave it to me.”

When I marched in and pointed a shaking finger at him, he had the decency to look embarrassed. “That is so beyond unprofessional. To go into my workspace for something that I would have given you freely? That’s one thing that needs to be addressed. But to mess up my stuff because you think it’s funny is something else.” My whole body was fiery hot, and I could feel the flush of anger spreading up my neck. “Everything is funny to you, isn’t it?”

“Who’s laughing right now?” He spread his arms open. “Not me.”

“I’m not either, because if you were anyone else at this company, you’d get fired for doing that.”

“I grabbed a file, Rory. One that I have every right to look at considering I was assigned to this project too. I didn’t move your pens. I was kidding. You’re acting like I went in there and lit your computer on fire.”

“This is bullshit,” I whispered and paced in front of his desk.

“Calm down,” he said in a placating tone, but it didn’t placate shit.

“Why? Because you said so?” Oh, I was good and pissed. Maybe more than was warranted, but I was beyond caring. The thought that he went into my office and searched through my things made me feel violated somehow. That he was in there laughing at the way I lined up all seven pens to the left of my laptop every night before I left, that he touched my things and probably made fun of me in his head. “I don’t think so. You’re the most ridiculous person I have ever met. So out of line, Calder.”

His tone was steel when he answered and it actually drew me up short. “Remind me of my title, Aurora.”

Blink. Blink. Blink, blink. Ladies and gentlemen, that was the sum total of my response to his strangely timed question.

Garrett twirled his hand in front of him. “I’m waiting.”

“Chief Operating Officer,” I said smoothly, masking the WTF from my voice even though it was spinning around my head.

He snapped his fingers. “That’s it. I couldn’t remember with you standing there making unprofessional statements at me.”

“I’m unprofessional?”

“Would you go into my father’s office and say this shit to him?”

“Of course not. Why would you even ask me that?”

“Thank you for proving my point.” The way he said it, so genuinely, made me furrow my eyebrows. “I am still your superior at this company, and you might want to rein in your temper a bit when you think about throwing names in my direction.” His dark eyes held me steady and I felt the dull thump of my heart as I processed his words.

But I shook my head. “You’re not my boss. Cal is my boss and he’d never fire me. Neither would your father.”

Garrett nodded. “You and I both know that Cal is about four seconds away from retiring. Who do you think you’ll temporarily report to when that happens?”

Shit. He was right. All Cal talked about was the fishing and hiking he was going to do after he retired. He and his wife had already purchased a massive fifth wheel camper to drive across the country and visit their grandchildren.

It was like Garrett was watching me process it right in front of him. He didn’t smile though, which surprised me. I’d expected full-on gloating.

“If you have to sift through the hypocrisy that you’d never speak this way to my father, but it’s acceptable with me, then I can’t help you. I won’t be disrespected in my own office, Aurora.” Then he glanced over my shoulder at the door, where there was a low hum of voices. A couple people were slowly arriving for the day, completely oblivious of the possibly career-ending grenades I was launching around me. Maybe on a different day, I’d have found it admirable that Garrett had his hackles raised for the first time since I’d known him.

But not this day.

I held Garrett’s eyes for another breath and opened my mouth to apologize.

“That’ll be all, Aurora.”

Effectively humbled and embarrassingly dismissed, I gave him a curt nod and marched back to my office without making eye contact with anyone.
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For the first few minutes after she walked out, her head held high, I was proud of myself. Maybe Aurora wasn’t the only person at the office who didn’t take me seriously, but she was the only person who had the cajones to say it to my face.

“Unbelievable,” I muttered under my breath while I spun my chair so that my back was facing the hallway.

My thumb tapped a furious rhythm on the arm of my chair and the pride started ebbing away. Thinking about her face when I all but said once Cal retired, I’d be able to get her fired, the pride morphed into hot shame. Thinking about the way her face had lost color and her chin notched up made my stomach curl.

I wasn’t this guy. The guy who threatened an employee who was not only good at her job, she was phenomenal. Aurora knew everything about CFS. More than I did, easily. And she didn’t go past her assigned duties because she was a kiss-ass, it was because the woman had the work ethic of a freaking war horse. Not only that, but when Cal did retire, Aurora was the logical choice for his replacement. My dad and Cal had discussed it more than once in front of me. She was the most qualified senior manager we had, nobody in their department even coming close to her when it came to their ability to do the CFO's job.

At the end of the day, if she believed I wasn’t a serious COO, it’s because I wasn’t one. That was a tough pill to swallow. I was in a job that I didn’t really earn and definitely didn’t continue holding because of my passion for the work we did. If I expected her to respect me and respect my position, then I needed to start by showing her the same courtesy. It’s the only way we’d be able to work on our project, and however many more years we spent working together.

Instead of going to her office to apologize, I took a bit to review the files she’d started. Aurora was the kind of person who needed space to organize her thoughts. And probably organize her office too, making sure my grubby hands hadn’t done any irreparable damage.

My eyes fell closed and I rubbed at my forehead. If someone else had done to me what I’d done to her, I’d have been livid. And instead of copping to it, I taunted her. Threatened her.

No wonder she hated me.

I stood slowly, placing all the papers back into the manila folder in the exact order that she’d had them. The only stop I made on the way to her office was the break room to grab her a fresh cup of coffee.

If she drank it. To spite me, she’d probably say she didn’t and then chuck the damn thing back in my face.

“Shiiiiiit,” I said as I poured the scalding hot liquid into a Styrofoam cup, imagining how it would feel if she whipped it at me.

“You okay?” Mark from IT asked from where he was doctoring a cup of his own.

“Yeah, man. Just, forgot where we keep the creamer.”

“Uhh, in the drawer to your right.” He peered at me over the rim of his thick black-framed glasses. Probably checking to see if I looked drunk or high.

When he left, I sagged in relief and tried to not look like a moron anymore. Before I pushed open the break room door with my free hand, I attempted to make my happy, smiling Garrett face. The one I’d normally reserve for my friends or a free beer or someone who didn’t look at me and automatically want to box me in the head.

Judging from the pained grimace that I could see in the reflection, I was failing miserably. Whatever. It was no big deal. All I needed to do was humble myself before my arch-enemy and the woman who constantly made me feel like I was less.

Less intelligent.

Less driven.

Less worthy of respect.

Not necessarily even because of how she treated me. Because in the current world we shared, she was more than I was.

It wasn’t a realization that many men would be comfortable making. But as I came to a stop just outside her door and watched her smiling while she was talking on the phone to someone, I didn’t have any other option but to know how true it was.

Aurora Anderson was the kind of person who deserved the job I was in. She would do a better job than me. And I was too chicken shit to admit to my father that I hated working there.

The sound of Rory’s laugh made me blink. I’d never heard it.

Maybe it should have bothered me that she wasn’t sitting in her office and stewing over our conversation the way that I had been, but seeing her laugh, seeing her happy in a way that I wasn’t used to, swept away any annoyance.

Her laugh was light and feminine. Her smile was wide and bright, and she wrapped the phone cord around her pointer finger in a way that was so girlish and young that I almost forgot she was the same age as me.

But she was, and I needed to get this over with. The thought of walking into her office and being honest with her made my skin prickle with nerves. Because she could laugh at me, or think I was screwing with her. Or she could see my admission for what it was: A peace offering.

Before I could talk myself out of it and back up before she saw me, I rapped lightly on her door. Even though she was still on the phone, she looked up with a smile on her face.

Then the smile was gone. Because it was me waiting for her.

“Gavin,” she said into the receiver while she pinned me with that deep blue gaze that made me fidgety. “Can I call you back in a little bit on those reports? Mmhmm. Thanks.”

When she set the phone into the cradle with a soft click, I cleared my throat.

“Do you have a couple minutes?”

Aurora nodded and I walked in, setting the file and cup of coffee on her black-stained desk before turning and closing the door behind me.

It was obvious that she was trying to keep a collected face, but her fingers fidgeted along the row of pencils that she had to the right of her computer. One by one, she touched each eraser, messing with the seventh pencil longer than the others. When she pulled her hands back, I heard her let out a quiet sigh.

Aurora was nervous. The way she clenched her teeth and darted her eyes away from me while we sat in silence confirmed it. It was weird, but her nerves actually made me feel better. This wasn’t easy for me, and clearly not for her either. So I nodded, decision made.

“Have you ever felt like you’re living someone else’s plan for your life?”

Immediately, she stilled. Her eyes stopped darting and rested on mine for a heavy beat. When she blinked, it snapped the moment.

“Yes.” She said it quietly, not elaborating on her answer, which was fine with me.

“It’s how I feel every single day that I walk in here.” I shrugged my shoulders. “It feels like, I don’t know … like I’m trying to fit into someone else’s skin, but it’s two sizes too small.”

Aurora didn’t say anything, just kept watching me. Her face was blank, but her focus was so intense that I knew she was really listening. I leaned forward in the chair that I was sitting in and let my hands hang between my knees.

“Who’s skin is it?”

I lifted my head at her softly spoken question. “I don’t know. I haven’t figured that out yet.”

“So why are you telling me? No friends willing to listen to you?”

We both smiled, hers smaller than mine, like we knew it was only a matter of time before one of us tossed a barb. “Because it’s incredibly difficult to admit to people that you,” I swallowed and held her eyes, “that you don’t love your job when it’s been handed to you on a silver platter”

Her mouth popped open and she immediately started shaking her head. “What? How can you not love what you do?”

I held up my hand. “I get it. I’m handing ammunition to the one person who wouldn’t hesitate using it against me.” She lifted her eyebrows briefly in concession. “But I’m telling you because I acted like a capital A asshole this morning. I’ve never threatened anyone’s job, especially someone who does it as well as you do.”

With slightly narrowed eyes, she kept watching me. “Is that your way of apologizing? You could always start with ‘I’m sorry.’”

Laughing under my breath, I settled back in the chair. “You’ll never go easy on me, will you?”

“Why would I? You just admitted that you hate the job that I would kill to have. Your father built this company. Don’t you take any pride in that?” She glanced over my shoulder, like the people out in the hallway could hear us somehow.

Did I feel pride about it? It was a question that I’d never really asked myself. Just another one of the fundamental differences between me and her. It was the first thing she thought of.

“Pride is a funny thing though, right?” I asked. “People talk about being a proud American or a proud parent. But on the opposite side of the coin, if you’re prideful, it’s a negative thing. Goes before the fall and all that. So if I felt pride in CFS, when I didn’t have a single impact on its success, wouldn’t that make me shallow?”

“You say that like I don’t already think you’re shallow,” she said dryly.

“I’m trying here. Okay?”

“I know,” she groaned and sank her head into her hands. “I’m saying things I don’t mean because it’s freaking me out.”

“Sorry.”

“Oh, now you say it.” Aurora lifted her head and covered her mouth with one hand. The tips of her nails were a soft pink. “Fine. I accept your apology from this morning.”

“Thank you,” I said, meaning it.

Aurora gave me a long look while she pulled in a breath. “And I should apologize too.”

“Should? Or are going to?”

Her lips lifted in a smile. “Going to. It was unprofessional of me to say that to you, so I hope you can forgive me.”

I held my hand out across her desk. Grudgingly, she took it. “Consider us even in being assholes.”

She nodded after letting go of my hand. “Can I ask you something though?”

“Sure.”

“Why did you tell me about how you feel about working here? It’s not going to help me like you. If anything,” she lifted her eyebrows and gave me a meaningful look, “it’s going to make it worse.”

“I’m not telling you so that you like me. I’m telling you because after how I treated you this morning, you deserved to know. And I’ve wanted to talk to my dad for months about it. You’re my insurance policy.”

“How do you figure?”

I tilted my head. “Do you plan on keeping this a secret if I never tell him that I want to quit and do something completely different?”

“Hell no.”

“Exactly.”

Aurora blew out a breath and sank back in her chair. The ends of her ponytail were draped over her shoulder and she twirled the strands for a couple seconds. It shouldn’t have mesmerized me, but it did. Suddenly, more than anything, I wanted to know what it felt like between my fingers.

“But you are going to be honest with him? Soon?”

“Yes. As soon we finish this project and get his approval on it.”

She narrowed her eyes again and dropped the hair from her hands. “Good Lord. Did we just agree on something?”

“It would seem so.”

“This really freaks me out, Garrett,” she whispered.

“I can insult you real quick. Would that help?”

“Possibly.”

“Your hair is ugly.”

She blinked. Then a slow smile curved her lips. Her shoulders started shaking. She was laughing. I made Aurora Anderson laugh.

The feeling that puffed up in my chest was ridiculous. Ridiculous because of how happy it made me. In the eight years that we’d worked together, she’d either avoided me, ignored me or chastised me. I’d never made her smile, and I’d definitely never made her laugh. I swear, I almost stood up and pulled a Rocky Balboa on the steps.

“My hair is not ugly.”

I smiled at her. “I know.”

Her cheeks pinked and she cleared her throat. “Okay then. So you’ll talk to your dad when we’re done with this. That’s a … that’s a solid plan.”

“He’ll probably tell me to pack my shit and go.”

“You’re his son,” she reminded me gently.

“And that means he’ll feel pride when I tell him I want nothing to do with the family legacy that he’s spent twenty-five years building? When I tell him that I want nothing to do with the plans he has for me? You think he’ll pat me on the back and tell me he’s proud of me?”

I didn’t realize how badly I wanted her to say yes when her eyes shuttered and she turned her face to the side.

But she knew as well as me that I didn’t have that kind of relationship with my dad. And when she turned her face back to me, there was so much in her eyes that it gave me pause.

“I think some fathers are like that,” she said cautiously. “And you won’t know if he’s one of them until you tell him.”

The way she said it and the look in her eyes right before she answered, like she’d slammed a brick wall over the visible display of her feelings, told me there was a story there. Maybe someone had daddy issues. Which was ironic considering her easy relationship with my own. But if I asked, it’d probably end with her chucking a paperweight at my face. With an unamused laugh, I swiped a hand over my mouth. “You’re not exactly filling me with confidence.”

“I shouldn’t have to. You’re a grown ass man.”

I smiled at that. An actual that-was-funny smile. And then I noticed she was zeroed right in on my mouth. My smile grew at that and she snapped her eyes up when she realized I was watching her. The high curve of her cheekbones flamed red, but instead of calling her on it, I just stood from the chair and pushed the file toward her.

“I brought this back for you.” I pointed at the cup. “And the coffee, which is probably cold.”

“Oh. Thank you.” Then she took a deep breath and met my eyes. The sheer force of them almost knocked me back in the chair. They were so blue, so big that it felt like they were reaching in and crawling around my brain.

Which was gross if I thought about it literally, but with what I just revealed to her, it felt appropriate. Aurora Anderson had— figuratively, at least—been given a glimpse into my brain in a way that no one in my life had ever been given before.

Yeah. I needed to leave. Stat.

My hand was on the door handle when she spoke again. “Garrett? You really don’t feel invested in CFS? Not even a little?”

Shit.

I closed the door again and leaned my back against it. I hated this. Because if I gave her my honest answer, she’d probably judge me for it. And I hated that she might be right for doing so. The way she’d phrased it, it was the first time that thinking about leaving, about being honest to my dad felt uncomfortable. Felt wrong. Of course, she’d be the person to make me feel like this.

“It’s not a trick question.”

“Isn’t it?”

Tapping my thumb on the door behind me, I held her eyes until she glanced away.
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Honestly, if Garrett was trying to devise the worst kind of torture for me, it was this. Feeling even the teeniest pang of sympathy for him felt like I was betraying myself. But of all the things that I’d expected when he walked into my office, it was not this.

But I couldn’t let him leave without actually trying to understand. Because of all the things that I could empathize with, it was how difficult it was to admit, out loud, the thing that you kept the most buried.

Garrett was still leaning up against my office door, considering how to answer. The white of his dress shirt looked pristine and bright up against the dark colored wood behind his broad shoulders. The knot of his blue tie was loosened a little, like he’d pulled at it before walking down to talk to me.

“It’s not that I don’t care whether CFS does well or not,” he said slowly, tapping his fingers against his thigh while he watched me. “I do. If it ever folded, I’d be sad. Mainly because I know that it would hurt my dad to see that happen. But this,” he gestured behind him to the hallway and offices and cubicles and conference rooms that lay outside my office, “I don’t think this is it for me.”

“Why not?”

He lifted his eyebrows while he pulled in a deep breath, like he was surprised I was still asking.

Hell, join the club, Garrett. But as long as the door stayed shut and nothing pricked the atmosphere between us, precarious though it was, I was really, insanely curious.

But there’d have to be a pistol to my head in order for me to ever admit that to him. Seeing him in my space, the place that almost felt like more of my home than the place I lived, was disconcerting.

Almost as disconcerting as these snippets of honesty that he was handing my way.

“Most days, I hate being cooped up in an office, staring at a computer all day. I can’t imagine how my dad can sit in that massive office of his and look out at the mountains without wanting to be out there. And it feels like if I’m here for the rest of my working life?” He shook his head, eyes serious and his mouth flat. “It feels like it’ll slowly kill me.”

“Not melodramatic at all, are we?”

One side of his lips curved up, and it made the side of his chiseled face do the same. “You just can’t handle it when I talk to you like you’re a normal person.”

“I am a normal person, Garrett.”

Then he laughed. Not the loud, amused sound that I’d heard from him so often. This was softer and lower, and I felt it tug somewhere south of my belly button. I blinked away, staring down at my desk and fidgeting my fingers along the lacquered surface.

“So why do you love it? If you can ask me why I feel like I don’t belong here, I think I should be able to do the same.”

“But everyone knows that I love working here. It’s not a secret. They’re not questions of equal value. For that to happen, I’d have to answer a question that nobody knows.”

“Oh come on,” he groaned.

For a split second, I almost answered. I rubbed my lips together so that I didn’t, but I couldn’t fathom that he actually cared to know why.

“I’d explain to you, but there’s so many big words. I’d hate for you to think so hard that your hair would start on fire. You’re already thinning a little bit up top.” I shot a meaningful look at his hair line, which was absolutely not thinning. He had this thick, light brown hair that always seemed like he’d just run his hands through it.

He just smiled even more widely, showing his perfectly straight, white teeth. It was horrifying how much I appreciated people who took good care of their teeth. Naturally, that meant I had to stare at the wall next to the door and not at him. But I could feel his eyes on me. On my face, never wavering, and the weight of his gaze pressed on me like a hot iron.

“What?” I snapped, not looking over at him for more than a second. Unfortunately, when I did glance, my eyes landed directly on his wide, smiling mouth. Shit.

“You’re nervous.”

My eyes widened and my mouth popped open. I forgot I was supposed to not be looking at him. “I’m not nervous.”

Garrett walked away from the door and shook a finger at me. “Talking to me in complete sentences that don’t involve insults makes you nervous, Aurora. I can see it.”

Damn it, I hated that he was right. Garrett was far less nerve-wracking when he stayed in his corner and I stayed in mine, when the line between us stayed firm and solid.

This … this bullshit that he was bringing to me like an offering is what made things wonky. Blurred the edges of the box that I had no problem keeping him in.

Smoothing my face, I folded my hands on my desk and peered up at him. “Maybe you’re projecting your own issues on to me, Garrett, but there’s absolutely nothing about you that makes me nervous. Because nerves would indicate inferiority. Or that something about you affects me so deeply that it manifests itself physically.” I lifted an eyebrow, trying to look more casual than I felt inside. “So I should probably ask. Do I make you nervous?”

He leaned forward and braced his hands on the back of the chair that he’d sat in. It did crazy things to his shoulders and biceps, the muscles shifting and bunching under the cotton of his shirt. “Every single day.”

Cursing the tiny flutter that gave my stomach, I pursed my lips and narrowed my eyes, plucking one of the pencils from my line. “Cute. Now is it possible for you to go back to your own office and, I don’t know … do some work?”

Garrett held my eyes, the traitorous warmth coating my spine making it almost impossible for me to look away. Then he looked down at my pencils, and reached to knock one from its place.

I slapped his hand when he got close, and the smug shithead laughed again. That same laugh that made me feel padded-room crazy because of how it affected me.

“You want to know why I won’t go back to my office?”

Instead of answering, I sighed.

“I mean, I’d explain it to you.” Then he shook his head with a sad look on his face. “But all those big words, Aurora. And you’d be too busy watching my mouth again to even understand them.”

When he yanked open the door and slid out, I chucked the pencil in my hand as hard as I could, growling under my breath when it clattered against the already closed door and fell uselessly to the carpet.
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Just as Aurora’s office door clicked shut, I heard the smack of something against the wood. I laughed, imagining her throwing something at me.

Jeannie from Marketing gave me a strange look when she walked past me, which wasn’t surprising. I was standing outside an office that wasn’t mine and laughing my ass off. I wiped a hand under my eye and straightened my tie before I started down the hall.

Greeting everyone I passed, Aurora’s words pinged around in my head like annoying little marbles. Was there something wrong with me that I didn’t feel invested in CFS?

I didn’t even particularly know what I’d want to do when I left, but I always imagined myself in a job that was different every single day. Something that wasn’t stationary or dull, even if it had humbler origins.

My sister had escaped unscathed, probably because she’d been self-aware enough when she started college to know that working in finance was not for her. The interior design firm that she’d worked for the last five years was one of the best in Denver, and for that, my parents couldn’t have been prouder.

It actually lit a tiny flicker of hope in me. Maybe Aurora was right.

Wait. I shook my head quickly. I’d just thought the words ‘Aurora was right’ and didn’t immediately want to pour bleach in my brain.

When I cleared the doorway into my office, I stopped, tapping a finger on the corner of my desk. Even if I didn’t tell my dad right now that I wanted to leave, maybe I could try asking him why he loved it. I glanced over at the framed family picture that I had on my bookshelf.

It was the last one we’d had done formally, after Anna had graduated from college. My parents were standing to the left of us, with my dad’s arm anchored around my mom’s waist. They looked nice. Respectable in khakis and church-appropriate shirts.

Anna and I had broken our pose right before the photographer clicked the button. I’d pinched her arm, and she was just turning to slug me in the stomach. My face was frozen up in an ‘oh shit’ expression, and Anna had her teeth bared like she was growling and her right arm swinging around to me.

When I’d ordered the picture, my mom just said, “Oh Garrett, that’s so embarrassing.” Anna approved, because she’d hit me with a helluva right hook. Actually made me lose my breath for a second, if memory served.

The fact that Anna was escaping the Calder legacy didn’t even really piss me off, because she was one of my best friends. I’d only been four when my parents adopted her from South Korea, but I still remembered her giant shock of black hair when my mom crouched down next to me and said, “Garrett, this is your sister, Anna. You’re going to have to help me take care of her.”

It was one of my earliest memories, actually. If I’d gotten along with her less, maybe I would have felt resentment, had a convenient scapegoat to throw my discontent. It wasn’t Anna’s fault that she had the balls to go after what she wanted, to be able to define it better than I ever had. And my dad supported her, he respected her decision. Looking at our faces, theirs in photo-appropriate smiles even though their grown children were acting like toddlers, loosened a knot of tension in me. He was my dad, and even if we weren’t buddy buddy the way I was with Anna or my mom, I should be able to have a normal conversation with him about why he loved the company he built so much.

If I could do that, then maybe it wouldn’t be so difficult for my dad and I to talk about what I wanted to do, if I wasn’t at CFS any more. But to do that, I’d have to figure out what it was that I wanted. It was the only hitch in my plans. I wanted out of there, but where did I want to exit to? What would be waiting for me if I walked out of the building that had housed the only career I’d ever had?

I didn’t precisely know yet, but maybe having an honest conversation with my dad was a solid start in the right direction.

I whistled on my walk down to his office, and when I turned to corner, his administrative assistant, Marjorie, stood quickly from her L-shaped desk.

“Garrett, I’ve been trying to call you.”

Patting my pockets for my cell, I was surprised to see how frazzled she looked. Marjorie had been at CFS as long as my dad, and basically ran his life once he walked through the doors. “Crap, sorry, I wasn’t in my office and I must have left my cell sitting on my desk. Why?”

She paced behind her desk, the thin, papery skin on her hands looking almost translucent while she worried her fingers together. “Your dad. He’s missed two meetings already, and he’s not answering his cell phone. Neither were you. I was starting to get worried.”

Okay, so that wasn’t typical. “I’m sure it’s not a big deal. Did you call my parents’ house? Maybe my mom is sick or something, or he’s sick and forgot to call.” She lifted a thin, gray eyebrow at me and I held up my hands. “What? Stranger things have happened.”

“No,” she shook her head and folded her arms over her stomach. “I’ve worked for your father for twenty-five years. He’s never forgotten to call in sick. And I don’t have your mom’s cell number, only their house number and that’s going to voicemail too.”

When she blinked rapidly, I walked over to her and laid my hands on her thin shoulders. Marjorie was one of the most level-headed people I’d ever met, so to see her this nervous, I started to feel a tiny pinch in my stomach. “Hey, don’t freak out on me. If you lose it, then who in the entire world can I trust to stay strong?” With closed eyes, she let out a massive breath. I wrapped an arm around her shoulder and gave her a quick hug. “There’s my girl.”

Marjorie snorted and peered over the edge of her pink-framed glasses at me. “Girl? Honey, I wiped shit off your ass when you were a baby.”

We both smiled and I gave her a confident nod. “It’ll be fine, I’m sure there’s a simple explanation. I’ll go grab my cell and call my mom, okay?”

“Okay. Thanks, Garrett.”

I winked and turned back in the direction that I’d just came from. Maybe I walked a little bit faster than normal, because it was strange. Visions of my mom getting in a car accident or Anna in the hospital whipped through my head and I picked up my pace, practically jogging by the time I got to my office. There was a pretty short list of reasons why my dad would flake like this, and I didn’t like any of my options.

When I snagged my cell from the far side of my desk, my heart sank like a brick when the lock screen lit up.

Anna – Missed Call (7)

Mom – Missed Call (4)

“Oh holy shit,” I whispered, my skin instantly freezing up. I swiped my phone open and pulling up the last missed call from Anna, just two minutes earlier.

She picked up immediately, her voice shaking and full of tears. “Garrett, you have to get to the hospital. It’s Dad.”

I don’t remember running from my office to my car while she kept crying on the other end of the phone, telling me in disjointed sentences what happened.

The drive to UCH was one massive blur, the only thoughts registering were my hands on the wheel and the heartbeat thundering in my ears.

Because how did that work, exactly? My heart was fine. It beat, not because I asked it to, not because I thought about it in order to make it happen. It was just there, pumping blood and keeping me going.

My eyes burned hot when I tore into the parking lot. What did he feel first? A tingle in his arm? A pain in his chest?

People moved out of my way when I ran across the asphalt. My heart never changed speed, it was the same when I’d been driving as it was while I ran so fast that I felt sweat bead on my forehead. How was that possible?

When I skidded around the corner, I saw Anna first. She was standing up against the wall with her arms wrapped tightly around her body. She wasn’t crying, at least I didn’t think so. Maybe I wasn’t too late. Maybe. My mom came out of the doorway that Anna was staring at.

“Mom?”

She turned to me, her face wet and her dark hair tangled around her face like she’d been running the same race that I’d just finished.

“I’m sorry, sweetie,” she whispered on a broken exhale just as I wrapped her in my arms. “He’s … he’s gone.” Quietly, she cried and I tightened my hold on her, like it would contain the rolling waves of grief threatening to pull me under. When it didn’t, I pressed my chin against the crown of her head like an underwhelming anchor against everything battering against the inside layer of my skin. My eyes held with Anna, and a single tear slipped down her cheek. I opened one arm to her, and she fell into the two of us.

My sister’s sobs weren’t quiet when she clutched at my back. When I blinked, hot tears fell onto my face. Maybe if I kept my eyes closed, they’d stay in. Maybe.

Holding them, feeling their tears as they soaked through my shirt and onto my skin, it felt like the only part of my body I could recognize was where they had their arms wrapped around me. Everything else was just … static. White noise.

Anna lifted her head, and the tracks of moisture on her face gutted me. Like, the messy, bloody kind of gutting. I felt it spill out onto the floor.

“I didn’t get to say goodbye either. I didn’t get to tell him I loved him.” Her eyes filled when Mom started crying even harder.

I blew out a breath and looked up at the ceiling like gravity might keep the tears in, but they simply tracked down my temples and slithered down my jaw. I blinked rapidly and pressed a kiss to Anna’s forehead.

The man who clapped my back when I graduated college and said he was proud of me.

The man who taught me how to drive with a car way too expensive for me to be touching.

The man who gave me the greatest example of how to work hard and provide for your family.

Gone.

I’d never speak to him again.

“We’re going to be okay. We’ll be okay,” I said to them. To myself.

“How?” My mom asked into my shirt, her voice wet and muffled.

I pressed them closer and let out a heavy breath. “I don’t know. But I promise we will. I’ll take care of everything.”

They dissolved into tears again, and I set my jaw. I’d take care of my mom and my sister. I’d never let them down. Because it’s what my dad would have wanted me to do.

So I stood with them in my arms for another hour. I’d have held them like that for another ten, if they had needed me to.
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The next morning, I heard Kat’s ringtone on my cell phone and groggily reached over to silence it. Then I rolled back under the covers to shut out the world. When my heart threatened to launch itself out of my body with thoughts of my dad, I pinched my eyes shut and forced myself back to sleep.
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It was awful, but my very first thought when Anna sent me a text the day after that, saying that my mom wanted me to come over for dinner the day after my dad died was can’t I just stay in bed?

Everything felt fuzzy, my head, my eyes, my fingers when I scrubbed at my face before getting out of the car in front of my parent’s Washington Park home.

My mom’s home, I guess.

Anna’s car was already parked on the curb since she’d stayed there the night before and with no small amount of dread, I walked up the sidewalk to the red brick home that my parents built in 2006. I was in college at the time, and it had felt insane to me that they were having a five-bedroom home built when neither Anna or I lived under their roof outside of holidays, but my mom had just smiled at my dad and said that someday it would be perfect for all the grandkids we’d be giving them.

The memory was enough to make me stop and brace my hands on my knees so I could steady my breathing. Having kids wasn’t something I put much thought into yet, what with no girlfriend and all, but knowing that any hypothetical children of mine or Anna’s would never meet our dad was enough to make me feel sick to my stomach.

“Hey, Garrett,” I heard from behind me. I straightened and turned, pasting a polite smile on my face when I saw Mrs. Stevens from next door walking her stupid little poodle. “I’m so sorry to hear about your dad. You tell your mother I’ll bring her some food tomorrow morning, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll do that.” She looked pleased by my formal response, but as soon as she walked away, the smile dropped. I wanted to tell her that she could take her food and shove it, because a mediocre casserole wouldn’t do shit in making my mom feel better.

Apparently I wasn’t the most gracious person when in the numbing throes of grief.

The sound of the front door opening snapped me out of my asshole-ish thoughts and I turned to see my sister on the front porch.

“Hey,” I said as I walked up the three concrete steps and held my arms out. Anna swallowed roughly and then walked into me for a hug. She pressed her face into my chest and took a long, shaky breath.

“Mom looks terrible.”

“So do you.”

Anna snorted and pulled back, wiping the heel of her hand on her face to push away a tear that I hadn’t known was there. “Thanks.”

I tipped my chin at the house. “Did she really make dinner?”

“Oh yeah. Full meal. I think she needs something to do or she’s going to lose her mind.”

With a grimace at the cracked-open mahogany door, I scratched the side of my face. “Mrs. Stevens said she was going to bring food tomorrow.”

Anna huffed. “She’s such a nosy bitch. She’ll probably plant a camera so she can tell everyone how horribly Mom is holding up.”

I felt a sharp pang of shame that Anna had been with Mom every single minute in the last two days, and I hadn’t. If my dad was sitting up on some fluffy cloud with a shiny gold harp, I’m sure he was already disappointed in me. Or maybe once you were in heaven, you didn’t feel shit like that. And while my dad and I didn’t usually hold conversations about faith and the afterlife, I did feel pretty certain that he’d earned a spot up there.

I’ll do better, Dad, I thought with a strange sense of fervency. I could be a good son to my mom and eat whatever meal she made to keep herself busy. Then I probably would get fat and Aurora could make fun of me. I’m sure that would make Dad smile too.

I had to take a deep breath, because thinking about my father in the abstract was still such a strange feeling. He was there one minute and gone the next, but I was the one that had to remember that fact. I had to remind myself that it was the latter.

Anna must have seen it on my face, because she gave me another hug. “Come on, she still loves you even though you disappeared yesterday.”

“Have you ever considered keeping those thoughts in your head?”

“Not really.”

I gave her a sad smile while we walked into the long entryway of the house. The wide, sweeping staircase to the left was framed with a beautifully carved banister that matched the woodwork in the rest of the house, and led to all of the bedrooms besides my parents’.

Besides my mom’s.

Blowing out a breath, I looked up at the ceiling for a second. When would I get used to doing that? Or even worse, when would I stop needing to correct myself?

“Oh, honey, you made it,” my mom called from the formal dining room to the right of us. Anna had not been lying. She’d fully set the massive dining table that we only ate at three times a year. Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Easter. But I couldn’t focus too long on the massive amounts of food that were placed all over the table, because my mom really did look awful. Her dark hair was pushed around her face in disarray, and the bags under her eyes were a deep purple that matched the ones under Anna’s eyes. If I’d been able to look for too long in a mirror that morning, I probably would have seen the same ones.

“Yeah, I made it,” I said, sharing a brief look with Anna. My mom was fidgeting with the bowl of mashed potatoes, and I stilled her hands. “Mom, are you okay?”

She didn’t look at me right away, but I could feel her fingers shaking where I still had my own wrapped around them. Then she pulled in a long, hitched breath and all the busy tension left her body. “I don’t know what to do with myself, Garrett.”

I tugged her into my arms and held her as tightly as I dared. My eyes burned when she started to weep softly, but I clenched my teeth together to stay strong for her.

“We’ll just take it one day at a time,” I said into the top of her head. “Okay?”

Anna and I locked eyes, and I was acutely relieved that she wasn’t crying. She nodded, and I knew we’d get Mom through this together. I didn’t know how, but we would.

We’d have to.


Eight

Aurora




Why did I have so many black jackets?

My fingers coasted over sleek linen, rough corduroy, silk that felt cool on my skin. Only the slightest differences in the deep, dark color of the fabrics seeped through the fog of my brain. Every time I bought one, I thought, it’s classic. You can wear a black jacket out for drinks, to a board meeting, and to a funeral.

I’d been staring into my closet for twenty minutes. Long, quiet, heavy twenty minutes. Every minute for the past four days had felt like that.

In my eight years at CFS, I’d never experienced it that way it had been since Rich died.

Smiles were fleeting and disappeared just as quickly, like they were forbidden. Like if someone caught you doing it, you’d have to defend yourself for feeling even the briefest moment of levity while the dank cloud of grief coated every wall in the building.

Shaking my head, I moved past the jackets; it was too hot out anyway. Pulling my black sheath dress off its ivory padded hanger, I let out a deep breath before stepping into it and slipping it up my body.

When I reached my hand over my shoulder to yank the zipper up the rest of the way, and couldn’t reach it, I felt the inexplicable tingle at the bridge of my nose that always preceded my tears. The hot ball of emotion stopped dead in my throat, right where I couldn’t swallow it down. There was no one around to help me, no one to walk in behind me and pull my stupid zipper the rest of the way up.

I dashed a hand under my eye, furious that this would make me cry for the first time all week.

“Come on, you son of a bitch,” I whispered, hating the full sound of my voice, and reached my hand so far back that I felt a twinge of pain in my neck at the awkward angle. The zipper slid up in a smooth movement and I sighed, feeling the yucky weight of tears abating.

Turning to the side so I could see my profile in the massive floor to ceiling mirror that I’d had custom made for my bedroom, I cocked one foot back at a time, trying to decide which shoes to wear.

The nude sling backs with the three-inch heels.

While I was setting the black peep toes back on their shelf on the far side of my closet, I heard the faint buzzing of my cell phone from the hard lacquered surface of the white nightstand next to my bed.

When I saw my cousin Mia’s name on the screen, I smiled.

“Hey,” I said while I tucked the phone in between my cheek and my shoulder.

“Dude, you sounded legit horrible on your voicemail last night. Sorry I didn’t call you back, I was working late and didn’t want to risk waking you up.”

Perching on the edge of my bed so I could pull my other shoe on the back of my foot, I rolled my eyes. “You can’t possibly say that I sounded horrible. My entire voicemail was made up of about eight syllables.”

“Mi-a, call me when you get a chance. Love you.” She made a considering sound. “I’m no smarty pants like you, but that’s like, a lot more than eight. And it’s way more than I need to know that you’re Mopey-Pants Rory.”

It was so tempting to fall back on my bed, let the fluffy white duvet puff up around my head and forget that I needed to leave in ten minutes to watch them bury the man who singlehandedly influenced my career.

“It’s eleven,” I argued for no other reason than that I was pissy. “That’s not a lot.”

“Are you on the rag or what? We’re usually pretty synced up, and I’m not due for another week.”

“That’s so crass, Mia,” I said on a sigh. “I’ve never once told you when I’m … when I’m…”

When she cackled in my ear, I couldn’t help but grin.

“Say it. Say it, Rory. Saaaaaaaaaaay it.”

“On the rag,” I said and then huffed. The sound was pure exasperation, but in reality, it was the lightest I’d felt all week. Like she’d managed to pluck something spiked and heavy off my shoulders by the simple act of making me laugh. Grief wasn’t a cloak that I’d really had to don often in my life. It felt cold and overpowering. I couldn’t sift through it when I would have random flashes of conversations with Rich from the last eight years.

“So if that’s not it, what’s your prob?”

I gave the clock on my nightstand a quick glance to make sure I wasn’t running late before I answered. “So you know Rich from work?”

“Boss man with the douche son. Sure.”

My brows furrowed when she said it. I hadn’t seen Garrett once since he ran from my office, and in all the times I’d thought about him and wondered how he and his mom and sister were doing, I’d never thought of him that way. “He died a few days ago.”

“Oh shit, Rory,” Mia said on a heavy exhale, like I’d socked her in the stomach. Fairly close to how I felt when Mark called a mandatory staff meeting about two hours after I’d last seen Garrett. “I’m so sorry. I know he meant a lot to you.”

There were so many trivial sayings, so many clichés when you’d try to describe someone who had a significant impact on your life. Usually simple words and phrases that had been recycled a trillion times on sympathy cards and in conversations about death, about loss. They all fell woefully short.

I nodded and then cleared my throat when I realized she couldn’t see me. “He did. Rich was so kind to me from day one. He never showed me anything but patience and unending support. There was no questioning from him that I was cut out for my job, that I couldn’t handle whatever they threw my way.” That mother effing tingle was back and I used my free hand to pinch the bridge of my nose with my thumb and my forefinger. “The first time I met with him after my internship was done, he told me that I had the same look in my eye that he did when he finished his MBA. That there was a drive in me that made him sit up and take notice. He barely even knew me and he believed in me. Instantly.”

The burn spread across my face and I blinked rapidly, imagining the last time I’d spoken to him. Nothing of importance was talked about, just the simple conversation between two people who saw each other five days a week for years. Maybe the fact that nothing of significance passed between us was bothering me.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Mia clicked her tongue and it set my teeth on edge. I pressed my molars together before standing off the bed and smoothing down the front of my dress.

“The General isn’t here, Rory. It’s okay for you to cry about losing someone important to you.”

“It’s not about that.”

“Isn’t it?” she asked gently. Mia was two years my junior and my only cousin. Even though we’d moved from state to state my entire childhood when my dad would get reassigned, she was the one person that never slipped away from me. And she’d spent enough time with us during summer break to know exactly what kind of conditioning I had working against me. Through every deployment my dad went on, I never once saw my mother cry.

She never even faltered in her day to day activities.

“Crying won’t change anything.” They were her words, not mine. But I’d heard them enough in my life that I could actually recognize the truth in them. Me crying over Rich’s absence in my life, over the abrupt hole that he left for so many people, wouldn’t change a single thing.

“Crying is cathartic, yo. Sometimes I just put on A Fault in Our Stars or the mother effing Notebook because it feels so good just to let it all out, you know?”

I breathed out a laugh, imagining Mia curled up around a pint of Half Baked and sobbing into her spoon. “No, I don’t know. I’ve never seen either of them.”

“Shut. Your. Mouth.” I heard a sharp smack in the background. “I just hurt my hand smacking the wall because I am so incensed for you!”

“It can’t be for me because it was my choice. Maybe at me is a better way to say it.”

While she bemoaned my complete lack of entertainment knowledge, I grabbed my car keys and small black clutch from the table by the door leading into the garage.

“You haven’t seen The Notebook,” Mia said sadly.

My car started with a gentle purr and I hit some buttons on my steering wheel to switch our call over to Bluetooth. “Am I really missing that much?”

“I mean, only the greatest love story ever. That Nicholas Sparks, man. He knows his shit.”

When I saw the thin sliver of my reflection in my rearview mirror, the slightly crinkled skin around my eyes that only did that when I laughed, I knew what she was doing.

“Maybe you should come visit me. Be able to distract me in person.”

“Dude. I’m so there. Let me put in for some PTO and I’ll come spend the week. Could you take some time off too?”

I hummed, turning onto the freeway toward the church where the funeral was being held. “Maybe. I’m not sure what will happen now that Rich is gone. It might be harder for me to disappear.”

Another call flashed on the screen of my sound system, a number I didn’t recognize. “Mia, I’ve got another call. We’ll talk soon.”

“Okay! Love you, Rory-balory.”

I was still laughing a little when I picked up the other call. “This is Aurora.”

“Ahh, yes. Miss Anderson, my name is Graham Caldwell and I’m Richard Calder’s attorney.”

Tilting my head while I took my exit, I lifted my eyebrows. “Is there something I can help you with?”

“Yes, actually. I’m assuming you’ll be attending the funeral here shortly.”

“I am.”

“Wonderful. After the service, there will be a reading of Richard’s last will and testament, and he had instructions that you be in attendance along with his family.”

My jaw popped open, heart immediately thump-thumping in a twitchy rhythm. “What? Are you sure?”

“Very. Rich was very clear the last time we updated his will.”

His voice was kind and patient, and it sent a shooting pang through my ribs at how similar his tone was to that of Rich’s. “And umm, when was that?”

“I’ll answer all your questions, I promise. Because I’m sure you’ll have more later. There will be a time for the family to greet everyone after the funeral for about an hour, as they’ve chosen not to have a separate visitation, so if you could wait until after that and we’ll find a quiet spot to meet at the church.”

“Yes, of course,” I said quietly. When my car eased to a stop at a red light, I said my goodbyes to Graham and propped my elbow up on the door next to me so I could brace my forehead with my hand. My brain whizzed around so many possibilities that it was impossible to settle on one. Maybe he left me some money, which was preposterous. We were close, but not inheritance close.

When I parked my car in front of the tall brick church, I sat for a few minutes to collect myself. The soaring white columns that held up the front of the building led up to the sharp steeple that was topped with a simple spire.

I hadn’t been in a church in fifteen years. From the quiet interior of my car, I watched a steady stream of people walk through the wide double glass doors that sat behind the columns. With their dark clothes and somber expressions, they all looked completely incongruous to the spectacular summer day. The sky was almost painfully blue and dotted with puffy white clouds.

Waxing poetic about the sky, I thought ruefully. It was a stalling technique that I’d never tried before. But going into to say goodbye to Richard was hard enough before that phone call. Now it would be pressing at the back of my grief the entire service.

Instead of sliding my black sunglasses over my face, I stepped out of my car and let the full force of the sun hit my eyes. It hurt at first, but I blinked right up into it.

I didn’t know whether I believed Rich could see what we were doing, but on the off chance that he could, I stared straight up into the brightness.

“You better not have pulled something crazy,” I said under my breath. Sure, speaking out loud to the recently deceased person as I walked into their funeral was the picture of sanity.

By the time I walked through the doors, there was already a minister at the front of the church, standing behind a wood pulpit. I didn’t really hear much of what he said, because the casket behind him that was covered in an obnoxious spray of lilies and roses held every speck of my attention.

I couldn’t even bring myself to look at the photo of Rich that was propped on an easel next to the pulpit.

When the minister was done, someone else walked up and said things about Rich. The words were simple and kind, which made me happy. There were no overblown sentiments about the person that Rich Calder was. Just the truth. That he was a hardworking man who loved his family, loved what he did, and had earned the respect of everyone who knew him.

My eyes wandered the front pew, and in between the bowed heads of the people sitting between me and the Calders, I could see the back of Garrett’s head and his left shoulder. Wearing a black suit over his broad frame and staring straight ahead, I had to breathe through a momentary swell of sympathy for him. The last conversation we’d had about his father had been whether his dad loved him enough to want him to be happy, even if that meant leaving the company that Rich had built with his own two hands.

From what Marjorie had told me through her hiccupping sobs and quiet tears, neither Garrett or his sister Anna had been at the hospital in time to say their goodbyes. Without even feeling the warning signs, I sucked in a breath of surprise when a single tear splashed down my cheek and dropped onto my lap, trying to imagine what that might have felt like.

Despite the fact that I hadn’t spoken to the General since the day I walked out of the house, it still was impossible to try to imagine racing to be by his side, only to have that last moment already gone. The last chance to say something, even if it’s not perfect.

My brain rolled that around while I stood with the everyone else. They sang a hymn that I didn’t know, so I clasped my hands in front of me and kept my eyes trained on my feet. If I knew the General— my father— was dying, what would I want to say to him? Would he say anything to me?

Knowing him, and I’d wager a year’s salary that I still did, he’d wait me out just to prove he was more stubborn.

Through a few stilted conversations with my mom each year, I knew they were aware of what I did, when I was promoted and how I was doing exactly what I’d set about doing when I left. Not only was it the opposite of what he’d raised me for, he thought it was shallow. To help people make more money that they didn’t earn, that they didn’t work for, was unacceptable. I wasn’t serving my country or raising children or being a teacher or a nurse. I wasn’t contributing to society in a way that made a tangible difference.

So maybe what I’d tell him, if I had a few stolen moments right near the end, was that I was proud of what I did. That, even if he didn’t see it, what we did made a tangible difference to the people who trusted us with the dollars that they earned.

That the money they’d paid into life insurance or a 401k was the difference between having nothing, and being able to provide for their families when something awful happened. When tragedy pushed their lives to the edge of the cliff, we were able to help pull them back. He didn’t see it, and he might never. But one of the things that Rich Calder taught me was how important it was, what we did.

I lifted my head and looked at the front of the church with watery eyes.

People started exiting the rows in hushed groups, nobody speaking much above a whisper. Marjorie caught my eye from the other side of the church and she gave me a sad smile while she kept a tight hold of her husband’s arm. The way she leaned into him, his tall, thin frame that didn’t look like it was much sturdier than hers, made something ache inside of me.

Instead of looking away from the picture they made, I smiled back before leaving my row. People milled around the back of the church where there were a few small stands holding pictures of Rich. One in particular made me smile.

The sepia tone of the picture in its enlarged size, the cut of his hair and the shirt that he wore made it look like a classic late 80s shot. He was sitting behind his desk with his arms spread open. Anna was perched on one of his legs with a perfectly adorable smile on her face. And Garrett.

Without thinking, I stepped closer and almost lifted my hand to touch the print, but pulled back before I did. He was sitting on the edge of Rich’s desk wearing scuffed jeans and a dirty t-shirt. He couldn’t have been more than six or seven, with the ridiculous bowl haircut and missing front tooth that showed in his mischievous grin. Mischievous because he was dumping out a box of pens right as the picture was snapped.

Making a mess of his father’s office when he couldn’t have possibly known where he’d find himself not quite a couple decades later. But they all looked so happy.

Suzanne, Garrett’s mother, must have snapped the shot, but I couldn’t help but wish I’d been able to see them all together in it. That thought snapped me out of my own head. There were still people waiting to give their condolences to Garrett, Suzanne and Anna, and even though I’d be sitting in a room with them all too soon, I went to get in line while I could.

With each hug and tearfully given sentiment, I felt increasingly nervous. I’d only met Anna twice, and Suzanne and I had never had much more than pleasant, surface conversations. Would they need a reminder of who I was, with Garrett off to the side probably hating that I was even standing in front of him?

Before the last person moved past them, I took a deep breath and smoothed a hand over the end of my ponytail. Suzanne blinked over to me first and I braced myself for her blank, polite look. But her eyes welled up and she opened her arms for a hug instead.

“Oh, Rory,” she said quietly, her casual use of my nickname slicing straight through my heart. When she wrapped her arms around me, I pressed my eyes shut. “He may have never been able to say it to you, dear, but he loved you very much. He was so proud of you.”

I squeezed my arms around her shaking back and let two more tears slip down my face. “I’m so sorry, Suzanne. He was a wonderful man.”

She let me go with a smile, nodding her thanks before moving on to the next person. Anna, who was beautiful and stoic in a dress very similar to mine, gave me a cautious smile. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Rory.”

Going with the swell of emotion that still hadn’t ebbed, I leaned in to hug her too. “I’m sorry for your loss, Anna. He talked about you all the time.”

She rolled her eyes a little when she pulled back, but the dark brownish black of her irises were bright with tears. “Yeah, that sounds like him.” Anna had to take a second to compose herself and she reached forward to clasp my hands while she did. Her eyes were direct and clear, and I noted absently that I wanted her to show me how she kept her eyeliner so perfect when she was probably crying all day. “He talked about you a lot too, Rory. I used to joke with him that you were his work daughter, because you followed in his footsteps in a way that I never could. Go figure, right? His Asian daughter didn’t want the finance math job.”

I couldn’t help but laugh with how good-naturedly she said it. My eyes flicked to Garrett, who was watching me with an unreadable expression on his handsome face. He was pale and had smudges under his eyes like he hadn’t slept well.

Anna squeezed my hands and let go to greet the person behind me.

Just me and Garrett.

His hands were shoved in his pants pockets, and the knot of his bright red tie was perfectly centered underneath the starched collar of his white dress shirt.

We both held there, waiting for the other to make the first move when I finally met his eyes. The aching that I saw there almost knocked me back. I blinked a few times and then cleared my throat before holding my hand out to him.

“I’m very sorry for your loss, Garrett. He was a good man.”

His chest heaved on a couple deep breaths, but he didn’t so much as blink while he stared at me. Right before I was going to drop my hand, he reached out to clasp it. The warm, dry skin of his palm was rough against my fingers. He tightened his grip, but not in a way that was uncomfortable or presumptuous.

It felt like a tether. Like I was holding him down, or he was holding me down, I didn’t know. But something in his eyes screamed at me that he was on the edge of losing it completely.

“It’ll be okay,” I said quietly before giving his fingers a gentle squeeze.

Garrett blinked when I said it, and the moment snapped and then broke.

When he turned to the person behind me, effectively dismissing me, I had to wonder if I’d imagined the entire exchange.


Nine

Garrett




There was such a tight lid on my emotions that when my mom came and stood behind me, laying a gentle hand on my back to let me know that my father’s attorney, Graham, was ready for us, I had to take a second to remind myself that her easy touch wasn’t some surface level, well-meaning sympathizer who wanted me to make them feel better.

Even my friends, to an extent, who’d taken their time to give me their condolences before the funeral started. He had been our family, but almost everyone coming through the line wanted us to hug them and tell them that we’d be okay because it would make them feel better in their grief.

Except Aurora, I thought as I followed my mom and sister into a small library down the hallway from the sanctuary. There had been one split second where she squeezed my hand and looked in my eyes, and I felt her.

I felt how sorry she was for me. For my mother. For Anna. But I also felt how little she judged me for acting toward her the way I’d wanted to act toward every single other person approaching me.

In fact, I don’t think she’d judged me at all.

Wasn’t that a friggin’ head trip? That she of all people would give me the most crystal clear moment of reality all damn day. That the feel of her hand in mine, her cool fingers and smooth skin, grounded me for a long, relief-filled moment.

That hammered through my head while I numbly sat down into a chair that was hard and cold. Then, like I conjured her, Aurora slid into a chair across the wooden table from me. My eyebrows probably hit my hairline, I raised them so quickly.

“Garrett, Anna, Suzanne,” Graham said from his seat at the head of the table before I could question Aurora’s presence in the room. “In the most recent update to Rich’s last will and testament, he included a change that required Miss Anderson’s presence here today, which is why I invited her.”

Aurora dropped her chin to her chest and folded her hands on the table in between us. With narrowed eyes, I stared at the top of her head, the different shades of gold that made up her sleek, smooth hair.

“I’m sorry if this is awkward,” she said quietly and raised her face, her deep blue eyes leveling me with her sincerity. There was no pity there, thank God, because I’d probably have wanted to break something.

“Nonsense,” my mom said from next to me. “You being here certainly doesn’t make me feel awkward.”

Anna, who was seated to Aurora’s right, gave her forearm and quick pat. “Me neither. Unless he’s giving you all his money and leaving us destitute. Then maybe I’d change my mind.”

It was so inappropriately timed that I snorted. Graham, who had the sense of humor of a broomstick, looked at my sister in shock. Glancing at my mom, she had a tiny smile on her face while she looked across the table. I shook my head at Anna and she gave me a look like, what? You know I’m right.

When I rolled my eyes a little, I got a stern look from Graham. I didn’t give a shit, because that break in the stagnant, grief-coated day was the first taste of normalcy that I’d had since waking.

“And you’re sure my husband doesn’t need to be here for this?” Anna asked and gave my mom a quick look. I mean, we all hated him. Mainly because he was a douche who thought of my sister more like a lamp or something that was pretty and decorative, but not completely necessary to have around.

For the first time since we sat down, Graham looked uncomfortable. “Ah, no. It isn’t necessary.”

Interesting.

“Okay,” Graham said and opened up a dark green folder in front of him. “This is the last will and testament of Richard Wallace Calder. I, Richard Wallace Calder, being of sound mind, revoke any former will or codicil and declare that this as my last will and testament. I am married to Suzanne Marie Calder, and all references in this will to ‘spouse’— “

“Graham,” I interjected wearily, already wanting a drink, “can we cut the legalese? We’ll get copies. Just tell us what he wanted.”

Graham lifted his eyebrows and looked to my mom for confirmation, and when she nodded, he cleared his throat.

“Okay. Any debts, funeral expenses or expenses incurred by illness are to be paid first from the estate. Suzanne, you’ll have sole discretion when it comes to Rich’s estate, possession and/or sale of your home in Washington Park and the rental property in Breckinridge. His retirement pension from Calder Financial Services is yours as well.” He took a deep breath and glanced at my sister. “Garrett and Anna, you will equally split the first of your father’s life insurance policies. The second will go to you in its entirety, Suzanne.”

I took a deep breath, a strange disconnect in my gut, talking policies when my father’s dead body was still encased in wood under the same roof as us. This all felt wrong. So wrong. Anna and I locked eyes, and hers were bright with tears again. She was right there with me.

“But there are caveats for both of you,” Graham said. I snapped my head in his direction, sensing Aurora shift in her seat.

“What kind of caveats?”

Graham cleared his throat. “Anna, you will be given your share of the two-million-dollar policy upon the signed divorce decree from your husband, one Marcus Callahan.”

“What?” she gasped. My mom covered her mouth with her hand.

Me? I grinned. I grinned so widely that I thought my cheeks would split. Aurora gave me a wide-eyed look, clearly assuming that I’d lost my mind. Oh, I had to fight not to pump my fist in the air.

“Can he really do that?” Anna asked Graham, who nodded slowly and pushed a folded piece of paper across the table to her. With shaking hands, she picked it up, her face losing color while she read it.

“What does it say?” I asked her, smiling like a loon. She ignored me, still staring at the paper, which held CFS letterhead. “Anna, come on, what does it say?”

My mom elbowed me in the side.

Slicking her tongue over her top teeth, Anna handed the letter to my mom, who only quickly glanced at it before she handed it to me. When Mom covered her mouth with one hand again, I knew it had to be good.

Most fathers think no man in the world is good enough for their daughter, but that’s not what this is. You are smart and beautiful and kind, I couldn’t be prouder of the woman you’ve become. But Anna, your husband is a giant asshole and you can do better. I love you.

I rolled my lips in between my teeth, trying to kill the laugh before it came up my throat. This was, by far, the best thing my dad had ever done. Maybe better than marrying Mom, conceiving me, or adopting Anna. This kind of high-handed trick was so perfectly him, that I had to turn my face away from Anna before I burst out laughing.

“This isn’t funny, Garrett,” Anna hissed.

“Oh,” I tossed the letter back in her direction. “It is. It really, really is.”

“I am not divorcing my husband so I can cash a check from dad.” She said it to all of us, even though she was looking straight at me. If we hadn’t been in the presence of our mom, an attorney and under the roof of church, I had a feeling she’d be giving me double middle fingers and throwing lots of F-words at me.

“Maybe you should divorce your husband because he’s a giant douche-bag,” I said with a tilt of my head. “Dad’s just saying what we’ve all thought since day one. He’s not even at your father’s funeral, Anna. What kind of husband does that?”

I could see Anna clench her teeth, and when she finally looked away, a tear slipped down her face.

“Shit, Anna. I’m sorry.”

She folded her arms over her chest and wouldn’t look at me. So I said her name again.

“What’s Garrett’s caveat?” she said with a sharp edge to her voice, lasering her dark eyes on the lawyer.

With puffed out cheeks, Graham blew out a slow breath and muttered something that sounded like, oh boy.

I could feel Aurora’s eyes on me, but I kept my eyes on the attorney. Oh Lord, what if he was going to make me marry Rory or something? What if that was it? Before anything came out of Graham’s mouth, I was shaking my head. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t fricken do this.

“Garrett will receive half of his inheritance now, and half upon completing twelve months as interim CEO of Calder Financial Services. Aurora Anderson is to be promoted to Chief Operating Officer for that same time period.” Rory and I locked eyes, my heart thundering in my ears while Graham paused. Her cheeks flushed and I could see complete and utter confusion stamped on her face. It probably looked a whole helluva lot like mine. This was almost worse than if he’d made me marry her.

Because I was stuck.

I was stuck in the one place that I wanted to leave.

That meddling, know-it-all asshole of a father must have known that I wanted out.

My mom jabbed me in the arm and I blinked back over to Graham. “Sorry, what did you say?”

“If at the end of the twelve months, you decide to abdicate your role of CEO, Miss Anderson is to step into the position indefinitely, while you’ll retain your shares in the business. If you walk away before the twelve months are up, your ownership shares will be dispersed equally between your mother, sister and Aurora.”

My sister started laughing under her breath while I swiped a hand over my mouth. Yeah. My father had known.

Graham slipped me a letter of my own, but I didn’t read it. I tucked it into the inner pocket of my suit jacket and looked back at Aurora while she took a letter of her own. Her slender hands were shaking while she picked it up. They were shaking so badly, in fact, that the thin silver bracelet on her wrist rattled against the large-faced silver and diamond watch that she always wore.

The fact that I had no desire to see what my father wrote on my letter didn’t surprise me. But what did surprise me was how closely I was watching Aurora’s face. She blinked rapidly, her breath coming in shallow jerks. The long, curved black lashes that framed her remarkable eyes swept her skin when she pinched her eyes closed.

I peered at her. Wait. Was she going to cry?

Half tempted to ask her if she was okay, I shifted my gaze from her so that I didn’t look like a creep.

My sister was glaring at me from across the table.

“What?” I snapped.

“I just don’t understand why you get half for doing absolutely nothing, and if I don’t divorce my husband, I get jack shit.”

“Anna, please,” my mom admonished. “This is hard on all of us, okay?”

Anna’s face smoothed out as soon as she heard the wobble in Mom’s voice.

“If I may?” Graham asked, but none of us looked at him. When we didn’t interrupt, he continued. “Rich knew exactly what he was doing when he did all this. I can’t tell you how seriously he weighed every decision that he made. I’ve dealt with a lot of clients and seen some strange requests when preparing these documents, but I know when decisions are being made out of love and when they’re not.”

I closed my eyes while he talked, imagining the annoyed look on my father’s face when he constantly admonished me to take things seriously. A thick band of emotion clogged my throat when I heard my mom sniffle.

“Rich loved you. All of you at this table.”

When I opened my eyes, Aurora was pressing a hand to her mouth and staring straight at me. Neither one of us blinked for a long, charged moment. There weren’t any tears in her eyes, but there was so much rolling around the purplish blue of her irises that I had to remind myself that her reaction wasn’t really my problem.

Graham stood and shook my mother’s hand before saying his goodbyes to the rest of us. Neither Aurora or I moved from our chairs. Anna stormed out and slammed the door shut behind her.

“I love you, son,” my mom said before she dropped a kiss on the top of my head. But it made me feel like a little kid, so I stood and gave her a tight hug. “Your sister will be fine.”

“I know.”

“And so will you.” She gave me a meaningful look when she pulled back. “Bye, Rory.”

Aurora smiled at my mom while she walked out, but when the door clicked shut, leaving us in the room alone, her soft pink lips flattened into a line.

The silence crackled between us, but I didn’t speak yet. Mainly because I couldn’t get a handle on my emotions.

The first thing that I could nail down was anger. And look at that, I was three feet away from the person who took my anger in the best possible way.

“So,” I said slowly, enjoying the way she watched my mouth form the word. “Looks like I’m your boss, after all.”


Ten

Aurora




Breathe. Breathe in, let it out slowly.

Must not have a panic attack when the only person in the room would likely let me pass out due to oxygen deprivation.

There were two things at war in my head. Complete and utter elation that Rich was trusting me to be COO. That at the end of twelve months, I might actually run the entire company.

But that particular thought was shoved out of the running for dominance by the reminder of who I would have to answer to for that particular period of time.

My skin tingled while I struggled to calm my breathing, struggled to form words when Garrett was watching me so steadily from across the table.

I opened my mouth to say something, but then closed it again.

What? It’s not like I could say, well this effing blows, because your dad just sabotaged the one thing you were looking forward to and shackled us together for at least a year by inconveniently dying. When my mouth opened and closed for a second time, Garrett burst out laughing.

His head fell back and he laughed, long and loud. The column of his throat, tanned and smooth, drew my eye first. I’d never noticed his Adam’s apple before, because why the hell would I have?

One stupid notch of bone on Garrett Calder’s body shouldn’t register. Nothing about him should register except his ability to do his job, which now directly affected how my future would play out.

That ushered in the third emotion: Annoyance.

Yet again, Garrett was handed something that he didn’t want and would most likely take for granted. Cal retiring and Rich passing away left the administration of CFS with a gaping hole. Garrett and I were the two most qualified to fill the gaps.

But the fact that he was currently wiping tears of laughter off his stupid face didn’t exactly leave me reeling with belief in his abilities.

“I don’t get what’s so funny about this,” I finally snapped.

His laughter trailed off, leaving abject misery all over his face. “Yeah. I know it’s not funny, Aurora. I’m laughing because I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do otherwise. I’m laughing because the sight of you biting your tongue in my presence is the only thing that feels normal right now. I am laughing because I don’t want to be sitting here, in this damn room, where my father essentially just shoved his boot up my ass and my sister’s ass so that he could tell us how he wants us to live.”

By the time he was done, his voice was raw and his eyes were red. Shame flooded me, because I wasn’t this person who snapped at the person who just finished up with his father’s funeral, no matter how much I disliked him.

The part of me, of my life, that was easy and uncomplicated—my dislike of Garrett—was seriously unnerved at the moment. This passionate outburst from him, the wounded confusion that he was hurling at me because I was the only person to catch it, that didn’t feel easy or uncomplicated.

It felt electric. It lifted the hair on my arms and made me shift in my seat.

It felt real.

And I hated that.

“Garrett,” I started, still not sure of what I was going to say.

“I am laughing, Aurora, because there is no part of me that wants this.” His dark brown eyes trapped me, locked me right where I was. Like he was begging me to understand something. “I don’t want this.”

“And I’d take it in a heartbeat if I could,” I said slowly, nodding in understanding.

He dropped his head into his hands and I could see the flex of his muscles underneath the custom lines of his suit. “I know you would.”

My heart ached at how miserable he sounded, so deep in the throes of grief and confusion.

I stood from my chair and walked to the back wall where there was a coffee pot, drinking fountain and a stack of white Styrofoam cups. Using the tip of my shoe, I held down the foot pedal and filled two cups before walking back to the table.

Such a small thing, but inactivity was making me feel useless with all the raw emotions bouncing around the room. When I went to set his cup of water down, he’d just uncapped a small silver flask.

“Were you drunk at the funeral?” I asked carefully, instead of yelling it at him like I so desperately wanted to. Maybe a yell and a slap on the back of his head.

“I forget sometimes how little you think of me.”

“Garrett,” I said wearily. It was never my intention to pick a fight with him on the day he said his goodbyes to his father. “Stupid question. Sorry.”

His eyes tracked me when I took the seat that Graham had used instead of going back to the opposite side of the table. “This was just an emergency stash that my friend gave me before I left.”

I considered that while I took a slow sip of the cold tap water. When I set the cup down, I licked at a drop of water on my lip, and Garrett never took his eyes off my mouth while I did.

Okay. I was watching his mouth and he was watching mine.

What even right now? I screamed in my head. Maybe I was drunk and didn’t know it. Maybe this whole thing was a hangover-induced dream that I’d wake up from any minute.

Except I didn’t really drink. And no way would any dream that I could conjure involve me and Garrett Calder running the company together.

Garrett took a pull from the flask, sucking in a breath. “I wish I’d been drunk.”

“No, you don’t.”

He held my stare when I said that and finally grimaced. “How in the ever-loving hell are we going to run a company together? You hate me.”

I smiled a little. “Maybe I do.” When his eyebrows lifted, I could tell he was surprised I actually said it out loud. But then I pointed a finger at him. “Probably about as much as you hate me.”

After taking another drink from the flask, he offered it to me when he was done but I declined with a shake of my head. “I don’t know if hate is the right word, exactly.”

His words hung there like a frayed rope that I could have easily grabbed on to if I wanted, pull on it to see where it went. I even opened my mouth to do it when he beat me to the punch.

“You know what I did hate? Your relationship with my dad.” With an efficient twist of his hand, he capped the flask and laid it flat on the table before looking at me again. The stark emotion from before was gone, a tempered version of the man that I’d seen so briefly.

“I know you did,” I said quietly, opting for truth. This was an opportunity for us, for me and Garrett. An opportunity to build something that was tangible and strong. No matter how we felt about each other, neither of us were the kind of people to willingly run an established company into the ground. “I hope you know that’s not why I had it. To spite you,” I clarified when his brows pinched down.

“I know. You can’t really fake that kind of relationship. Everyone saw it.”

Taking a deep breath, I leaned forward to grasp at the corner of the flask with my fingers. He watched me while I pulled it across the surface of the table toward me. Once I had it, I curved it into my palm, felt the metal where it was still warm from his hands, from being tucked against his body somewhere throughout the day.

I didn’t open it right away, just ran my thumb along the top edge. “The first time I screwed up, I was still an intern. I’d entered the wrong formula into one of the spreadsheets that I was supposed to be maintaining. It was just one number that was off. One of many, but it altered the monthly report enough that Cal knew something was wrong.” I smiled, still following the trail of my finger over the metal. Garrett was watching me, though, I could feel the weight of his eyes on my face. “He told me that the report had already been passed along to your dad and it would be a good lesson for me to have to walk down there myself and let him know what had happened. No email, no interoffice memo. I had to face the boss and tell him that I messed up.”

With a shake of my head, I unscrewed the cap and paused before wrapping my lips around the mouth of the flask. Garrett had just drank from this same place. Without looking at him, though I wanted to see if he was thinking the same thing I was, I took a tiny sip. Fire shot down my throat, but I didn’t cough. Instead, I welcomed the flames as they settled in my belly.

“When I walked into your dad’s office, he was finishing up a phone call, but he waved me in. I’d only talked to him once or twice at that point, so I was still a little intimidated by him. Looking back on it, I think he must have known what I’d messed up already. Maybe Cal told him. Maybe he knew enough to notice the error in the report. When I admitted what I’d done and apologized for it, he smiled at me. Then he asked me if I’d ever make a mistake like that again. When I looked him in the eye and said, ‘never again’, he immediately said, ‘I believe you.’”

Garrett hummed and I risked a glance at him. When the naked hurt in his eyes became too much to look at, I blinked away. It was awful to imagine that Garrett might not have ever heard his dad say something like that to him.

But that wasn’t the point of the story.

“Your father believed in me from the very beginning. It was like,” I shook my head and searched for the right way to say it, “like he saw exactly who I was, right away. He never treated me differently for being a female in a place that was dominated by men. Never expected me to perform differently. Held me to the same standards. That respect, it … it meant everything to me. I don’t know that I can ever put into words how important it was to me. At the end, of course, but especially at that point in my life.”

“Why is that?”

I laughed under my breath, not really prepared to answer that kind of question. Maybe someday Garrett would know why proving myself at work was so important to me, why proving myself was so hard, but it wouldn’t be today. “It’s a long story.”

He was quiet for a minute while I stared at the table. When he finally spoke again, it almost made me jump after sitting in the silence. “Well, thank you for telling me the other one.”

Surprised by the soft tone in his low voice, I looked at him. “I don’t want you to hate my relationship with your dad. It was important to me, valuable in who I’ve become. And if we’re going to work together, I can’t have you hating something that put me where I am today.”

Garrett inhaled through his nose, considering that. Then he held out his hand for the flask and I handed it over. When he brought it to his mouth, I couldn’t tear my eyes away. It tightened my stomach in an unfamiliar way, watching him linger there.

“I’ll try my best,” he said after he’d swallowed. “Just like we’re both going to have to try not to kill each other for the next twelve months.”

My lips curved in a smile. “Piece of cake.”

Garrett smiled back, but it did nothing to settle the flutters in my stomach. If anything, they increased. “Piece of cake,” he repeated.

“And what happens after the twelve months?” I asked before I could stop myself. Maybe a tiny sip of whatever lighter fluid was in that flask had loosened my tongue a little.

“After that?” He shrugged his shoulders and held my eyes. “I have no fucking clue.”


Eleven

Garrett




Honestly, it was amazing how little you could get done when you weren’t motivated to do it. The first time I walked into my dad’s … my office, I stared at the room for a solid five minutes before turning around walking right the hell back out.

Marjorie had given me this look when I stormed past. Full of pity and heavy with grief. It made me want to rip my hair out.

Nothing felt the same, walking through the halls of work. People still acted a little subdued for about ten days after the funeral. Cal’s retirement party had been postponed for a week, so he could help Aurora and I get our feet under us.

I laughed from where I was slumped in the massive leather chair behind my desk.

But it didn’t feel like mine. Nothing in that room did. Probably because the only thing I’d moved was the framed photo from my parents’ wedding that he’d had perched on the corner of his desk.

I’d brought it home to my mom that day, watched her clutch it to her chest and try not to cry. Try and fail, ultimately. Her tears, so quietly released, did nothing to soothe the wild beast of guilt and anger that was boiling and bubbling up inside of me.

In two weeks of being CEO, I’d missed three morning meetings. I think that’s about how many times I’d showered in the same time frame too.

And the best part? I didn’t even care.

I didn’t want this. I didn’t want to be sitting in that chair, behind that desk, because my dad had some misplaced idea that if he all but chained me to it, I’d sprout some glittery rainbow of love for a company that had sucked out eight years of my life. Maybe the extreme anger I was feeling was a byproduct of grief, but it was there all the same and I wasn’t entirely positive how to move past it.

Marjorie tapped on the door before coming in, a concerned look on her face. “Garrett, aren’t you supposed to be down in the west conference room with Max right now? The meeting started almost an hour ago.”

Blinking at her a couple times before what she said registered, I sat up in the chair and tapped the keyboard of my computer to bring the screen back to life. My calendar was flashing an alert at me.

“Huh. Yeah, I guess so.”

When she pursed her lips, I braced for her anger. “He won’t be happy.”

“Well, he can join the club then.”

She let out a disappointed sigh before turning and walking out. “This can’t keep happening, Garrett.”

“Wanna bet?” I muttered under my breath after she pulled the door shut behind her. It was already late afternoon, and I wasn’t entirely positive what I’d accomplished all day. Other than the epic rubber band ball that I started with the box that I found in the bottom right drawer.

Who really cared if I sucked at this?

I had cashed a check for half a million dollars the week after my father’s funeral. It sat in my savings account like a stain, bleeding into everything around it, and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

That’s how my whole body felt, actually. Like the life was seeping out from my pores and I didn’t have it in me to give a single, solitary shit.

My dad was six feet under ground? Well, he’d made me a coffin right along with him. The four walls of his office, no matter how amazing the view was, felt an awful lot like a tomb to me.

Feeling claustrophobic at the thought, I scrubbed a hand over my face and sank deeper in the chair. While I was pinching the bridge of my nose, the door to my office flew open so hard that it banged into the wall.

Aurora stormed in with color high in her face and rage flashing in her eyes. “What the hell is the matter with you?”

“You’re going to have be more specific,” I drawled.

She clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes.

Inconvenient. It was terribly inconvenient how beautiful she looked when she was pissed. It’s not like it was the first time I noticed that Aurora was a ten, with her sharp featured face and long, lithe body, but as I sat like a bump on a log in my office chair, it felt like the worst possible timing in the world.

“I just spent an hour trying to convince Max King to not bring his business elsewhere.” She lifted her eyebrows. “And why did I have to do that?”

“Beeeeeecause you were bored?”

Her jaw dropped open while she stared at me. “What is the matter with you?”

“I feel like we’ve been here before.” I rubbed the tips of my fingers against the sides of my head. “So many questions.”

Aurora stared at me with an intense focus in her eyes that unnerved me. Especially when she made a sharp pivot and dragged one of the side chairs over so that she was facing me across my desk. Today she was wearing light blue. Some wrap shirt thingy that made her eyes look like they were lit from the inside. It did weird things to my head.

“Garrett, I get it. You’re mourning.” She shook her head. “And it’s okay to mourn, but you are self-destructing and bringing CFS down with you. I am not okay with that.”

I shrugged. “It’s not really your call, is it?”

When she slammed a fist on my desk, I actually sat up straight. “Knock it off. If you want to throw a temper tantrum, you go right ahead. But do it on your own time. Not here. Not when there are millions of dollars at stake at any given time. Not when your actions reflect on the people who are working their asses off for you.”

Her words dug under my skin, like little worms seeking out my blood. There was guilt at knowing she was right, but the embarrassment was so much worse than the guilt.

And the petulant child in me didn’t feel like making it easy on her. Not yet.

“And you’re here to, what?”

With a huff, Aurora pushed up from the chair and dug her hands into the hair at her scalp. “I am here to try to talk some sense into you. This isn’t you, Garrett. I know it’s not.”

Seeing her on the edge of her sanity, because of my actions, made me pause.

“You don’t know me.” Naturally, that’s what I said instead. Instead of admitting to her that when she was losing it for justifiable reasons, reasons that I was causing, it made me feel like a dick.

When she flung her arms out to the side, it loosened her ponytail, giving her a harried, wild look that I’d never seen. I swallowed, trying to stay focused on the reason she was in my office. Which was not to look like some sexy, crazed goddess that I’d very much want to muss up some more.

“No, I don’t know you very well, but what I do know is that you are the person that has to keep everything stable right now. He was your father, and those people out there,” she pointed at the door that was still wide open, “they loved him. They respected him.”

“I know that,” I said in a dangerous tone, standing up from my chair.

“Do you? Because you’re not acting like it. No one is asking you to be exactly like him. But for crying out loud, don’t check out on us. You are the one who has to let them know that everything will be okay. I can’t do that on my own.”

“I didn’t check out.” She gave me an incredulous look, so I held up my hands. “I’m still … processing, okay? I didn’t know it would be this hard to step into his place.”

Her face softened slightly, but her voice still held the steel edge. “Processing is good. But look at this office, Garrett. You’ve kept it his because you refuse to accept that it’s yours now.”

“For at least the next eleven-ish months.” I said it lightly, hoping it would make her smile, lighten the mood. I walked out from behind the desk and scratched my scalp.

“If you have no intention of pulling yourself out of this selfish little tantrum, then leave.”

I drew up short, only an arm’s length away from her. “Excuse me?”

“You’re being selfish. And if you can’t manage to get your shit together and attempt to run this company the way it needs to be run, then get out of my hair and let me do it for you. Quit, Garrett. That’s what I’m saying.” She leaned in to me, and my skin tightened at the smell of something soft and sweet. “If you can’t man the hell up, get out of my way.”

Her words, so quietly spoken, raked like nails down my back. Her porcelain carved face, so close to mine, might have been a temptation. But given the gauntlet that she just threw down? It really wasn’t.

“Get out of my office, Rory.”

If I expected her to be pissed at my softly spoken command, I was wrong. The side of her lips curved up for just a moment and she gave me this satisfied look that made me want to curse.

Right before she closed the door, she looked at me over her shoulder. “You might want to take a shower tomorrow morning. You smell like shit.”

I sank onto the corner of my desk, heart hammering at the exchange. She’d just tossed the equivalent of a massive bucket of ice-cold water at my face.

What was I doing?

Missing meetings? Almost losing important clients?

With shaking hands, I pulled at the lapel of my jacket and yanked out the letter from my dad, the one I hadn’t read yet.

I’m sure you hate me for what I’ve done, but I love you, Garrett. CFS is our family, too, and they’ll need you right now. There’s a greatness in you that I wish you could see more clearly, and as you grew up, I didn’t do a good job of letting you know that I did see it. My hope in doing this is that you can find it, let it out, and figure out what you want to do with it.

“Well, shit,” I said into the empty office and fought against the hot weight of tears in my eyes. It took four deep breaths to do it. So deep, in fact, that the edges of my vision turned black. But it worked. When the emotion cleared, I leaned back to hit the button on my phone that rang directly to Marjorie’s desk.

“Yes?”

“Marjorie, what’s my morning like tomorrow?”

“Oh,” her surprised reply almost made me smile, if I still didn’t feel like such an ass. “You’re open, actually.”

“Good. Can you keep it that way, please? I’ve got some stuff to get caught up on around here. And in the afternoon, can you schedule an all-staff meeting for four? Anyone who can make it.”

“Of course,” she said, sounding pleased.

“Thanks, Marjorie.”

“Good to have you back, son.”

I ended the call with a smile, wishing I could have heard my dad say the exact same thing.
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Aurora




Déjà vu.

It was the story of my life now.

Go to work at dawn, console people, hire people, read reports, take a brief pause to think about how much I loved my new job, yell at Garrett, go home and fall face first into bed. Though I was yelling at Garrett less since our Come to Jesus talk in his office two weeks earlier, I was still boiling by the time I shoved open his half-open office door.

“I’m going to kill you,” I said the moment I could see him, the simple sight of his handsome face sending a fresh surge of anger through me at his blatant disrespect for my position.

Marjorie was standing to the side of his desk, and they shared a look at my dramatic entrance. But he never paused what he was reading when he pulled out his wallet, snagged a bill and handed it to her. Her pale ivory skin wrinkled even more than normal when she smiled so widely.

“Wha,” my voice trailed off. Marjorie winked at me when she tucked the money into the pocket of her pants.

“Thanks, sweetheart. I bet him I’d hear you say that in less than a month, and mister know-it-all here figured he had two months before death threats occurred.”

The entire time she walked across the large office, my jaw hung open. She gave me a soft pat on my shoulder when she passed me, closing the door quietly on her way out.

“You made a bet about that?”

Garrett finally glanced up at me, and I hated how good he looked. Hated it. With all the fiery suns that could possibly be behind the kind of hate that was coursing through me.

He’d had a haircut recently, the top a little bit longer than the sides, but he hadn’t shaved that morning, according to the stubble he had over his sharp jaw. And his eyes. They were clear and bright, despite the dark brown color, the way they’d been looking more and more lately.

“Of course I made a bet about that. Marjorie and I bet on everything. Which recent hire will get canned first, though I have a leg up on her in that department now.” When he grinned, I crunched my molars together so tightly, I could not believe they didn’t crack.

“Yeah.” I marched up to his desk and slapped some papers down. “About that.”

Apparently he was expecting this, because he didn’t so much as glance down at them, just leaned back in his chair and braced his hands behind his head.

“Garrett,” I said, striving for an even tone, “you cannot fire the new CFO after two weeks without discussing it with me first.”

“You were in a meeting and I was told you couldn’t be disturbed.”

What was that throbbing in my forehead? Maybe a vein popping under my skin?

“He was my hire. You were still sulking under your desk when he started. You do not get to do something like this without discussing it with me first.”

“Yes,” he said simply. “I do.”

My left eye started twitching as I stared at him. A big twitch, too. “That’s not how this organizational structure works, Calder. You may be the CEO, but I am in charge of operations. He reported to me.”

“Your meeting? It ran for two and a half hours.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” I snapped, enunciating the words so crisply that I may have spit at him. When Garrett clucked his tongue, I swear, I almost had an aneurysm.

“Temper, Anderson. Did you happen to check your voicemail after your meeting?”

“No,” I shouted. “I did not have time to check my voicemail because the first thing I noticed on my desk was the paperwork from HR that you fired our new CFO the second my back was turned.” Oh, I was seething. And he must have seen it, because he stood from his chair, unfolding his tall, broad frame with ease. His charcoal gray jacket was unbuttoned, and he took his time fixing it back up. “You’re just pissed that I was forced to make that decision about hiring him without you.”

But Garrett didn’t respond, that ass. He pulled his chair out and gestured for me to sit.

“No,” I said immediately. “I’m not in the mood for your games. And I’m not in the mood because you had a member of the administration team escorted out of the building without discussing with me!”

“I’d like you to sit down so you can be more comfortable while you’re checking your voicemail. Please, feel free to use my phone.”

His calm tone of voice scratched across my skin, leaving smoke in its wake because I was still so damn hot. But fine, if he wanted to play this out, I walked around his desk. He didn’t really move out of my way, and thanks to the four inch red stilettos I was wearing, my shoulder brushed the top part of his chest.

I so obviously did not notice how he drew in a quick breath at the accidental touch. And I so obviously did not notice that goosebumps popped up on my arms under the black silk of my shirt at how warm and firm he was.

When I sat in his chair, I took a second to look around his office. He’d moved some things around, swapping the brass lamps that his dad favored to more contemporary looking ones with dark wood bases and linen drums. The way he tapped his fingers against the top of his computer screen snapped my eyes up to his.

He wasn’t smiling, but the look in his dark brown eyes was happy. Not mocking, but genuinely amused. With that sinking feeling in my gut, I picked up the receiver and tapped out the numbers for our voicemail system.

I may have hit the buttons harder than necessary when the commands prompted me to put in my password.

“Oh good,” he whispered from right above me. “I can hack your voicemail now.”

I rolled my eyes while his voice filled the speaker in my ear. His stupid, low, sexy voice.

Rory, it’s Garrett. I know you’re in a meeting and can’t be disturbed, but we’ve got a problem. Ross just got flagged by IT. You know that new monitoring system we put into place right before my dad died? Well, apparently our new money guy likes his porn. And he likes watching it at work. I slapped a hand over my mouth and heard Garrett chuckle behind me. “Shit,” I whispered behind my fingers while the message kept playing. So as much as I hate to do this without talking to you first, or letting you be in on the meeting with him, I’m going to go take care of it now and make sure he’s out of the building ASAP. Oh, also? You should probably tell HR to post for the position. Again. Thanks, Rory.

Very, very slowly, I lowered the receiver back onto the cradle. Embarrassment made my skin hot and without needing the assistance of a mirror, I could tell my face was a lovely shade of pink.

We’ve got a problem. That’s how he’d said it. We do. Not I. Not you. We’ve got a problem.

Using the balls of my feet, I twisted his chair to the side so I was facing where he’d hitched a hip on the corner of his desk and was still watching me.

“So,” I started, fiddling my fingers on the seam of my white and black-striped pencil skirt. “It appears that I owe you an apology.”

“It does appear that way.”

Looking up at him through my lashes, I tilted my head to the side and groaned. Maybe he’d take that for how I meant it. I really don’t want to have to grovel because my righteous indignation was so righteous and now I feel like a shit and this sucks.

But he nodded. “I know. I’d hate it if it were me too. But please, do continue.”

“Garrett, would you please accept my apology for coming in here and yelling at you?”

“So gracious of you to say that,” he said with a magnanimous nod of his head. “Of course, I forgive you.”

I gestured my hand to him. Your turn, buddy.

“What?”

“Aren’t you going to say you’re sorry?”

He narrowed his eyes at me.

“I just admitted that my reaction was … dramatic. But I felt like you’d sidestepped me. That you didn’t respect me enough to include me in the conversation. That throws up every red flag in my arsenal, and I don’t always react well when that happens.” I paused when he flashed a quick smile. “Do you see why I did though?”

“I can,” he said grudgingly. “I didn’t intend any disrespect, I promise. I’m sorry it came off that way.” He held out his hand like I’d done moments before. “And? Anything else you’d like to add while we’re communicating in such a healthy way?”

I lifted my eyebrows. “And? And what?”

He adopted a wounded expression. “You said you wanted to kill me. That’s not very nice.”

“I’m sorry I said I wanted to kill you,” I ground out.

“But you don’t anymore?”

I lifted my eyebrows in answer and he tilted his head back to laugh. Yeah. On that note, I needed to not be sitting in his chair when he was being so funny and understanding. But I stood at the same time that he stopped laughing and pushed off the desk.

My chest brushed up against him and I jerked backwards so fast that I almost fell right back into the chair.

“Whoa,” he said, holding a hand around my waist to keep me from stumbling. “You okay?”

The spread of his hand was so big that it stretched almost the entire width of my rib cage. When his fingers pressed against the silk of my shirt, I stared up at him.

One of my hands must have gripped the lapel of his jacket when I started falling and I instantly let it go. His smell was everywhere.

Clean and masculine, nothing overpowering. Like the only thing he used was soap.

Soap. Shower. Garrett.

His eyes bored into mine, a searing intensity that I’d never seen on his face before. When his attention dipped to my mouth, I jumped backwards, making his chair roll back about a foot.

“Sorry,” I said hurriedly, smoothing the top of my hair and returning to the opposite side of his desk.

Maybe I imagined it; that he’d just been about to kiss me. Unfortunately, the thing that wasn’t as easy to dismiss was the rapid thrumming of my heart, the instant fluttering in my belly at the feel of his strong hand wrapped around my waist.

“I accept your apology.” One side of his mouth lifted in a self-deprecating smile. “I can’t really blame you for immediately jumping to homicidal tendencies. I haven’t exactly been the picture of a solid employee since we started this whole … thing.”

Even if I had imagined it, the almost kiss, this side of Garrett was worth anything I’d hallucinated. The side of him that put forth an effort when he needed to. That stepped up because I had asked. Screamed. Whatever.

“You’ve been trying. We all see it.” I took a deep breath, willing my heart to settle back into rhythm. “And that’s all I can ask, is that you try.”

“I can do that.”

“Try, and effectively communicate with you when an employee is storing his personal spank bank on company equipment.”

I grinned, turning my face away in hopes that he didn’t see it. “That too. But please, don’t ever call it that in front of me.”

Garrett lifted his chin in acknowledgement, a deep dimple still carved into his stubbled cheek from his smile.

Yeah. I needed to get the hell out of there.

“I’ll let you know if HR has some people for us to interview,” he called to me while I practically sprinted to the door. I think I gave him a wave. I don’t really know.

But I do know that I heard a low laugh from him just before the door closed behind me.
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Walking down the quiet hallway after locking my office door, I glanced at my watch. 5:32pm. But the place was a ghost town. Usually there were a few stragglers after five, but on a beautiful Friday in September when the heat finally dipped a little bit?

Not a soul in sight.

Some small part of me wanted to stay in my office, which was still the same as the one I’d used under a different job title. It suited me fine, actually, because the twelve by twelve room with a moderately-sized window felt like an extension of me. Even though my responsibilities had changed and my stress level had certainly risen, behind my black desk in the black leather chair was the place that I felt the most comfortable in my own skin. It was the moments that I left it where I struggled.

Thankfully for me, my new job suited me even better than my last one had. So much so, in fact, that I’d stopped numerous times in the last few weeks to question whether I’d feel that much happier in the CEO position. The operations side of CFS was fascinating, not in that I learned new things about the company, but being the person who studied everything to see the patterns of what worked and what didn’t, to be the person who got to step in with the employees to make sure everything was delegated correctly and clients were kept happy, it suited me.

Every part of my new job suited me.

Which threw the question around my head of how I would feel if Garrett chose to walk away at the end of his twelve months. It wasn’t something I obsessed over, because there was still such a substantial amount of time before that decision would be made, and I knew how time could smooth out the rough edges.

Once, Garrett had told me that being at CFS made him feel like he was living in someone else’s skin. How did he feel now that he’d stepped straight into his father’s?

Right before I pressed the button on the wall panel next to the elevator, I heard a noise come from Garrett’s office.

Then another one. Then a muffled curse.

“Shit,” I said, finding myself walking quietly just in case I decided I didn’t want him to know that I was still here. Just beyond the door, I paused and tried to crane my neck to see through the open sliver. His legs were visible, and he was sitting on the floor.

I found myself smiling when he tossed something and it hit the wall with a smack. What on earth?

“I can see you, Rory.”

Slapping a hand to my chest, I jumped back. “You scared me.”

“Really? Imagine how I felt when, all of a sudden, I see someone peering into the crack of the door trying to spy on me.”

I rounded the door and he was grinning up at me from the ground, looking pleased as punch. “How did you see me?”

Squinting at the door beyond my shoulder, he pointed. “The light in the hallway. You blocked it when you turned into Peeping Tom.”

“What are you doing?” Deflection. It was a solid choice in my current predicament. But he knew. He shook his head and gave me that smug grin that I used to hate.

Used to? Well, that was new.

“I’m taking someone’s very smart advice. Finally cleaning out my dad’s office.” Garrett looked around, his smile dropping and eyes losing a little bit of that sparkle that he got when he hassled me. “Seeing his things around after this long, it was making it feel … I don’t know, weird.”

Carefully stepping over his legs so I could sit in one of the arm chairs, I let that settle in, the question from just a few moments ago gaining steam and swirling faster and faster. If Garrett finally felt like he could get comfortable in this office, how did that reflect in the rest of his twelve-month commitment? For the first two weeks, he’d been such a basket case, that I’d started thinking of CFS as mine. That it was only a matter of time before he imploded and I’d be forced to step in.

But this new motivated Garrett? The one who ran meetings with efficiency and an easy smile on his face? Who never challenged or undermined me in public?

This Garrett made me feel like I was walking a tightrope with no net. Not only did I not have a net, I couldn’t even tell which way was up and which way was down. That swooping pit in my stomach? I couldn’t pinpoint where it came from.

That was a lie. When he scraped a hand along his jaw, I knew.

It came from him.

And I didn’t even know if I hated it.

“Do you need any help?”

The shock on his face absolutely mirrored the shock in my head. I mean, I’d thought it, maybe I should offer to help. But the filter between my brain and my mouth was on hiatus, apparently.

“You don’t have plans?”

“Only if you call leftover takeout and How to Make a Murderer on Netflix having plans.”

He nodded, letting the subtext of my answer settle in. No, Garrett, I didn’t have a boyfriend waiting for me at home.

“Doesn’t sound like a horrible night to me. Though I guess that depends on the leftovers.”

“Pizza.”

“From where?” he asked with narrowed eyes, like he was testing me.

“Benny Blancos.”

He groaned, clutching at his heart. “Stop. I’ll cry.”

When I laughed at his theatrics, he fixed me with a strange look.

“What?” I shifted in my seat, unnerved by his focus.

“You’re beautiful when you laugh.”

And with that, folks? My heart stopped. Altogether. I could not afford to have Garrett Calder say things that made my heart gallop. If I thought I was confused before, moments like that launched me into an entirely different stratosphere.

I was up out of my chair before I knew it, and he held up a hand to stop me. “Wait. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I just…” he blew out a breath and pinched his eyes shut. “It was in my head one second and I had no intention of saying it out loud. I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable.”

Given my earlier offer of help that I hadn’t precisely meant to say out loud, I felt myself soften. He didn’t mean to say his thing any more than I’d meant to say mine. And it wasn’t the first time a man had told me I was beautiful. It wasn’t even the first time that I man I found attractive had said it. Even though I sometimes felt like my chin was too sharp and my body wasn’t curvy enough, when Garrett looked at me and said it, I felt beautiful.

Maybe he’d have gained more favor with me by saying I was smarter than him, or that I was the hardest worker he’d ever seen. But the fact that he said something so simple and kind, it lanced through my heart with ease.

“I’m not uncomfortable.” I tossed my purse onto the floor next to the chair that I’d just been in and gestured to a box. “Want me to start here?”

“That would be great,” he said after a beat.

We worked quietly for a while, shifting through files and books. Occasionally, I’d ask him if he wanted to keep or toss something, and for the most part, he said toss. Only pictures and books went into the box that was destined for his mom.

“How are they holding up?” I asked after setting a gold-edged frame that held a picture of his parents down on the corner of his desk

“My mom is doing okay. She’s been going to a grief support group that one of the nurses at the hospital told her about. I think she’ll move though. That house is too big for just her, and I think all the memories of them make it hard for her.”

I hummed, trying to picture it. I’d only been to Rich and Suzanne’s house once, for a company Christmas party. Large and stately, in an established neighborhood in Wash Park that boasted homes of all different styles, it felt like such a foreign concept from the humble houses that my parents and I had lived in with every new station for my dad.

“And Anna?” I gave him an apologetic smile. “I’m not trying to pry, but that was pretty intense at the church.”

Garrett smiled while he tossed some files into the trash bin. “She’s still processing.”

“Well hopefully she’s showering more than you did when you were processing.”

“Ouch.” He lifted an eyebrow and held his arms out. “I think I’m doing okay with my personal hygiene.”

Yes. He was doing okay. The way his crisp white shirt stretched across his chest, setting off the tan of his face made me feel … warm. Very, very warm.

“But she’s not mad at you anymore?” I asked, wishing I could fan at my face without being obvious.

“No,” he said thoughtfully. “But it was never really about me anyway. Anna married Marc too young, and she knew going into in that she should have called off the wedding. He’s not the right guy for her.”

“So she doesn’t love him at all?” It was hard to imagine someone as beautiful and sweet as Anna being stuck in a loveless marriage that had been that way since day one.

Garrett took a few seconds to choose his words before answering. “We don’t talk about it much, because she knows that I can’t stand the guy. But I think Anna feels obligated. Because she made the choice to go through with the wedding, she needs to stick it out. But honestly? I don’t think he’d even notice if she just packed her shit and left.”

“That’s awful.”

“Yeah.” He laughed, but it was dry and not very amused sounding. “It would almost be easier if he cheated on her or something. Give her a clear cut reason to leave. But, he’s just oblivious and neglectful. He doesn’t even see her. Makes me want to dick punch him.”

I smothered a laugh, but Garrett caught it, giving me an easy smile.

“You want a drink?” he asked, standing up off the floor with a groan. “I’m getting too old to sit on the floor like that.”

“Tell me about it.” I stretched my legs out while he walked to the cabinet behind his desk. About a half an hour earlier, I’d kicked my heels off and didn’t miss the way he stared when I did. “What do you have back there? A full bar?”

“Believe it or not,” he said as he took the chair closest to me, the one I was resting my back against. His legs brushed against my shoulder and I fought my initial instinct to flee to the other side of the room. “This was my dad’s whiskey.”

“What?” I smiled. “He drank in the office?”

Garrett leaned forward and set two glass tumblers on the coffee table, pouring a couple fingers of the amber liquid into each one. “Not sure. I certainly never saw it.”

“Wow, I absolutely would have thought this was yours.”

“Because I’m the type to drink on the job?” His voice had a slight edge to it and I looked up in surprise. He handed me a glass and knocked his back in one swallow.

“That’s not what I said.”

“But it’s what you implied,” he tossed back, still holding his empty glass.

When I set my drink back down with a sharp clink, I shifted to the side so I could see him better. “Why are you getting so defensive? I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m just … I don’t know, surprised that your dad had a stash in here.”

“Ahh,” he tipped the edge of his glass to me like I’d just proven his point. “But you wouldn’t have been surprised if it was mine.”

My head was spinning, and I hadn’t taken a single sip. “No, I guess not, but— “

Garrett let out a harsh laugh, pouring himself another drink. “Unbelievable.”

“You’re overreacting,” I said, standing up and wiping my hands on my pants.

“Am I? I’ve been working my ass off trying to prove myself to you, and you’re still so quick to think the worst of me.” His eyes flashed and I felt like I was drowning. For once, I wasn’t accusing or thinking ill of him. For once, I felt like we were just being Garrett and Rory. And for once, it felt really good.

“You don’t need to prove yourself to me, Garrett. You needed to prove yourself to them.” I pointed at his door even though no one was out there. “I can’t even believe we’re arguing about this.”

“You’re right,” he said, standing and brushing past me. “I can’t believe it either. I don’t know why I thought we’d be able to figure out how to do this in peace when you still don’t take me seriously. I think I’d like to finish this by myself.”

To my horror, tears burned in my throat and in my nose. “Not a problem.”

I snatched up my purse and walked briskly to the elevators, not pausing to walk through the doors, even when I heard the sound of his shouted curse.
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The knocking didn’t stop.

No matter how loud I turned up my music, they just kept banging on the door.

“Garrett, open the damn door,” Cole shouted when there was a break between songs. As soon as the transition was done, I jabbed the remote to my sound system from where I was laying on my couch.

Closing my eyes so the angry guitar and violent drum beat was the only thing that I could focus on, I couldn’t even bring myself to care that they were practically staging an intervention.

I’d barely seen my friends since my dad died. They all came to give their condolences, sent me texts to make sure I was alive, but I hadn’t hung out with them in a solid month. When they had guy’s night, reserved for drinking beer and playing cards, I’d either been working, at the gym, or passing the hell out in my bed from the effects of the previous two things.

But this last argument with Rory?

Yeah, the one where I lashed out for no reason because I’m a sensitive little bitch? That sent me spiraling, and I couldn’t pinpoint why.

The tickle at the back of my subconscious that was screaming something about Rory being under my skin abruptly stopped when my music shut off.

“What the…” I sat up and about fell off the couch when I saw Tristan looming at my feet with a scowl on his face. “How did you get in here?”

“Picked the lock,” he deadpanned.

“And this felt appropriate to you because?”

“Because Cole and my brother thought you might have accidentally fallen and died or something.” The look on my face was incredulous and he rolled his eyes. “Just come over and have a beer so they can sleep better tonight. You’ve been MIA for a while, man.”

Without waiting for my answer, Tristan made an unhurried turn to stare at the framed pictures on my dining room wall. When I’d bought this place, Anna went crazy, turning it into something that looked like a model home. While it may have had a few too many throw pillows for my taste, I loved it. The dark blue accents went with the bright white trim and crown molding that she’d insisted I add, and set off starkly from the mahogany wood floor that spread through the family room, dining room and into my open kitchen.

I didn’t immediately get off the couch, since I was too busy thinking about my house so as to avoid the grumpy man in the room, and Tristan speared me with a dark look. “One beer. That’s it.”

“You’re annoying,” I said, but rolled so that my feet hit the floor.

“So I’ve been told.”

“So why didn’t Cole bust down the door?” I asked while I walked to the kitchen to grab two longneck bottles from the middle shelf of my fridge. “I’m surprised no one called the cops with how long he was banging on it.”

“How do you know they didn’t?”

I paused before using my key to lock the door behind us. “Are you serious?”

“No.” And he kept walking.

By the time I crossed the street separating my house from Michael and Tristan’s, I already felt better. Time with my buddies was just what I needed. The weight of my new responsibilities, of trying to be there for my mom and sister as much as possible and this thing with Rory all felt like they were tumbling around in my brain on an endless loop. I couldn’t even tell anymore which felt like the biggest bother, which was troubling.

Rory should have been the clear choice for what bothered me the most. Except she wasn’t.

The way each of our interactions felt like the strike of a match against my skin, the lick of fire that remained, wasn’t troubling at all.

It was the thing I was starting to look forward to every day, even if I was genuinely pissed off like I had been earlier.

“Your sister doing okay?” Tristan asked. He’d waited to go in the house, bracing his shoulder against the column on the front porch.

My eyebrows lifted in surprise. Tristan knew Anna, of course. I’d been friends with him and Michael for almost six years at that point. Anna hadn’t even been dating Marc yet, but I didn’t think I’d ever seen them exchange more than pleasantries.

“Uhh, yeah.” I scratched my jaw with the hand not holding my beer. “I mean, she has good days and bad days. Same as my mom.”

The only thing I got in terms of a response was a hard look followed with a miniscule jerk of his chin. Seriously, a caveman would probably communicate better than Tristan.

With a sigh, I followed him into the house and was met with a rib-crushing hug from Cole. Cole was a big dude, taller than all of us, and as I had discovered when my lungs deflated of oxygen, he was friggin strong.

“Air,” I croaked and he let me go. “What is it with you guys? Can’t let a guy properly wallow without breaking and entering and assault?”

But he laughed, shoving at my shoulder. “I’m man enough to be able to admit that I missed your ugly face.”

I sniffed. “My face is not ugly.”

“Yeah,” Michael said, socking me in the stomach when he walked past me, “that’s why you have so many girls around all the time?” He paused thoughtfully. “Oh wait, you don’t.”

A bright, vivid flashback of Rory fisting the lapel of my jacket when I held her waist swept through my head. She was tall, and if I’d just dipped my mouth down…

Right. Not the time.

“Michael, if we’re all meant to keep up with your number of women, there wouldn’t any left in the greater Denver area by the end of the year,” Cole said while he took a seat at the massive wood dining table that Tristan had built.

“True.” Michael took the seat across from him with an unrepentant grin.

“Where’s Dylan and Kat?” I asked, cracking my first beer.

“Visiting his family in Michigan,” Cole answered without looking up from the cards that he was shuffling.

“Huh. Didn’t know that.” An uncomfortable feeling settled into my chest. Grief was consuming, sure, but I’d been so out of touch with my friends that I didn’t even know when they were out of town? “Wait, who’s watching Leonidas?”

“Someone that Kat works with.”

“They could have asked me,” I grumbled, studying the shit cards that Cole dealt to me.

“Because you’ve been so present lately?”

I shot Michael a look at his casually spoken question. “I’m still getting my feet under me. It hasn’t been an easy transition.”

All three of them shifted in their chairs. Well, maybe not Tristan. He probably wasn’t bothered by my absence the last couple months. It’s quite possible he didn’t even notice until Cole made him break into my house.

“So,” I continued, determined not to make this whole night about my current shit-show of a life. “Have I missed anything good? Nobody got married or anything?”

Michael made a fake gagging sound that caused Tristan to give his brother a slow shake of his head. Cole smiled at them but didn’t answer me. Didn’t even look at me.

“What’s that look for, Mallinson?”

After taking a second to toss a card down, Cole glanced at me. “It was my anniversary yesterday. Guess I’ve been thinking about weddings.”

Ahh. The never-ending torch he carried for his ex-wife Julia. “Former anniversary, you mean?”

“I suppose,” he answered, his voice resigned. “Would’ve been twelve years.”

“Good Lord,” Michael said in horrified awe. “How young were you when you got married?”

“Twenty. And married for five. Separated for two of those years before she sent me the papers.”

“And she won’t speak to you?” Tristan asked.

Man, it probably made me a douche, but I’d ask questions about Cole and his ex-wife all night if it kept the spotlight off of me. His hands curled into fists on the surface of the table and his face was so tortured that I felt bad. So maybe I wouldn’t ask questions all night. But for like, a solid hour, minimum.

Truth was that Cole hadn’t given us many specifics about his relationship with her. Just that he had been the one in the wrong, and she’d left. Considering that the man lived the most monk-like existence I’d ever seen, given the number of women that threw themselves at him, I knew he was serious about still being in love with Julia.

She’d cut him off and all but disappeared.

“Not one word, call or text since the day she mailed me the divorce papers.” Cole pushed his tongue against the inside of his cheek while that hung in the air. Seven years he’d been thinking about this. About one woman that had sucked something out of his chest and never returned it.

Michael cleared his throat in the awkward silence. “Well. That’s enough to keep me celibate for a solid month. Just in case I accidentally find myself married.”

Cole actually smiled when Michael shivered at the thought. “A whole month?”

“I know,” he said gravely.

We all laughed, and the dark cloud of a moment was gone. For the first time since before my dad died, I felt like me again. Laughing with my friends and talking about preseason football and the crap that the crazy lady at the end of our street always pulled. There was a comfort glowing inside of me sitting at that table, and it pushed my equilibrium back to rights. Maybe that’s what the oddest thing is about a single event setting off a chain of massive changes in your life. When they happen so rapidly, your brain can’t even register the ripples in the water until they’re so far beyond you that you can barely even detect them anymore.

And oh my hell, I was turning philosophical.

“Garrett,” Cole said my name and I blinked at him.

“Did you ask me something?”

He laughed under his breath. “Yeah, I asked about work. You doing okay?”

“Fine. Who’s turn is it?”

“It’s okay if you’re thrown, man,” he continued as if I hadn’t completely brushed him off. But I really didn’t want to talk about work. There was a still a festering sore over what had happened in my office with Rory. Her face when she realized I was pissed and the way that I couldn’t drop it, it just ran on a loop, and with each pass I felt more and more unsettled.

“I’m not thrown, I’d just like to not talk about work bullshit and hang out with my friends.” I gave them all a hard look. “Or can we not manage that?”

“Take it easy, Garrett,” Michael said mildly. “He’s just asking a simple question.”

Heat flushed my face, temper swelling like a tide. “And what makes it simple? The fact that I don’t have a choice in what I’m doing right now? That the only person who should be helping me on a daily basis is the one person who expects me to screw up? That my dad felt it was necessary to play puppet master with his will and my sister and I are paying the price? What part of that is fucking simple?”

“Easy,” Tristan said quietly, but his eyes bored into me in a way that I couldn’t look away. “None of it is simple. But don’t expect your friends to ignore it just because it’s hard and you can’t joke it away.”

I shoved back from the table, embarrassment making my skin hot. First Rory, now my friends all but calling me a clown like she had. “And you wonder why I didn’t want to hang out with you guys? You’re completely incapable of keeping your nose out of each other’s business. Every damn time we hang out, it turns into counseling hour.”

“Don’t be a dick, Garrett,” Cole called out while I stomped to the front door. “If your go-to response to anyone questioning your life is anger, then you’ve got bigger problems than your dad’s will.”

My hand was on the doorknob, and I paused for a brief second to let that settle in. So much emotion pumped furiously through my veins, like if I didn’t find an outlet for it and soon, I’d explode through my skin.

So I didn’t look back. Not when I slammed the door or when I only stopped inside of my house to throw on some gym shorts and snatch my keys off the kitchen counter.

There was a whole wall of punching bags at the gym, and when my tires squealed down my quiet street, I knew I was going to do my best to rip the damn things apart.

Except my plan was a failure from the second I wrenched open the doors, because Aurora bane of my existence Anderson was the very first person I saw.

Perfect.
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Just as I pulled my arm back to do another rep, someone gripped my upper arm. Hard.

I was so caught up in what I was doing on the punching bag in front of me that I couldn’t stop myself from whipping around with a solid right hook into their stomach.

Garrett sidestepped with a shocked expression, so I barely glanced at the hard midsection of his body.

“What the hell?”

“You scared the shit out of me, Calder,” I whisper-yelled. “And would you quit stalking me? I started coming later because you weren’t here.”

“Get over yourself, Miss Narcissist. Not everything is about you.”

“Oh, I am well aware that you don’t make all your decisions with my best interest at heart.”

His burst of laughter drew the eyes of people around us, and I crossed my arms tightly. The sweat on my stomach should have been cooling after my stretching, but my temper flared so bright and so hot that I felt a drip slide down my neck and into my bra.

“Be quiet,” I hissed. “People don’t need to be privy to our … issues.”

“Issues,” he repeated, raking a rough hand through his hair. The disheveled strands stayed up, like he was already sweating. “Such an innocuous word for what you put me through.”

“Me?” I scoffed. “The fact that I haven’t kicked you in the balls every single day that I see you is a mother-effing miracle. You snapped at me for absolutely no reason earlier.”

Someone cleared their throat and Garrett cast a look around the room. With a gentler touch than he’d started with, he wrapped his fingers around my upper arm and led me through the main workout area and took a right.

My breath was whooshing through my ears so loudly that even the clang of weights being dropped onto the floor didn’t register. Absently, I pressed a hand to the skin above my heart to make sure it was staying in place underneath my skin and bone and muscle.

Garrett paused by a door that led to a room used for classes, but it was dark inside.

Warning bells clashed horribly under my rampant excitement. Because all of this, every word we spat at each other felt like the best kind of foreplay in the world. The feel of his hand on mine, the searing heat of his palm and fingers gripping me almost made me lightheaded.

Over his shoulder, Garrett gave me a heated look before pushing the door open with a hard shove. The full glass pane in the door let in a square of fluorescent light from the hallway, and it cast ominous shadows along his face and neck, making him look like a chiseled, handsome villain.

And wasn’t he? In the story of Aurora, he was the bad guy. At least, I had thought so.

“Garrett,” I said, poking a finger into the solid wall of muscle of his chest. “This is where I come to work out all the bullshit that you put me through fifty hours a week. And when you show up here manhandling me and acting like it’s okay that you jumped down my damn throat earlier? It makes me really, really not like you.”

He stared at me for beat before he started laughing. I popped a hip out and rolled my eyes.

“Of course, you’d find this funny,” I said under my breath, not expecting that he’d be able to hear me.

But then he straightened to his full height and took a step closer. “I am laughing because I don’t know what else to do right now. Because I don’t know how the hell I thought we’d be able to make this work.”

“That makes two of us,” I threw back, fisting my hands on my hips. His eyes darted down my frame, and I was fully, uncomfortably aware of the amount of skin that I was showing him. I had been so hot under my own skin from our argument earlier that I’d only thrown on my black running shorts and a pink sports bra. “But I tell you what? You show up here one more time and ruin my workout, and I’ll— “

“You’ll what?” He spread his arms open, the dark stretch of floor that separated our feet steadily growing smaller until I could smell the slight tang of beer on his breath.

All around me, it was Garrett. Sweaty and mad and muscular Garrett.

So I did the only thing I could. I growled and pushed at his chest with two hands. “You’re so aggravating.”

“Me?” He hooted, pointing a finger at me. “I can’t do this. I cannot handle another ten months with a harpy breathing down my neck, just waiting for me to make a mistake.”

“Better a harpy than a screwup, don’t you think?”

Garrett’s exhales made his chest heave and he gave me wild eyes. “I am no screwup.”

“And I am not a harpy,” I yelled, stepping up into him so that my breasts brushed his shirt. “I’ve said it before and I will say it again. Just quit. Walk away if you can’t handle it. I did nothing wrong today, Garrett. Nothing. And you flipped out on me. But there is such an easy solution to our problems.” My tone went soft, taunting. “Just quit. You’d get what you always wanted. And so would I.”

“You never stop, do you?” he ground out, frantic eyes searching my face. “You never cut me even a tiny bit of slack.”

“Why would I?” I said, my voice thready and weak, a direct contradiction to the pulse that was thundering along every inch of my skin.

“Just shut up.” His hands gripped the sides of my face and we held there for a slow, elastic moment.

Then he kissed me.

My arms were around his neck in the next breath, and our tongues fought. It wasn’t sweet and it wasn’t soft. His teeth clacked against mine while I wrapped a leg around his hip.

But when I moaned, he took it. I felt him breathe it in, felt how his arms wound around my back and his hands dug painfully into my sweat-slicked skin, like the sound from deep within the pit of my stomach flooded his fingertips with strength.

With only one foot on the ground, I pushed up on my tiptoes so I could shove my fingers through his hair. It was damp by the scalp and I tightened my grip far beyond what I’d normally do.

Because I felt crazed.

He’d slipped something in my veins, electricity pooling through all the blood that ran through my body. His lips pushed and pulled over mine, like he was punishing me for how good it was.

So, so good.

I broke away to gasp for breath, and he wrapped a hand around my ponytail.

“Why do you feel so good?” he whispered, his lips tracing the skin of my neck.

My voice, any backbone I may have had at this momentary blip of insanity fled at the ragged, tortured question. We shouldn’t, it was such a fleeting, whispy thought. Nothing that I could have grabbed onto or solidified into action.

Because his teeth grazed the tendon in my neck and I lost my ever-loving mind.

“Garrett,” I groaned, slipping one hand from his hair, down his back and up underneath the thin, worn cotton of his shirt. His skin was so hot, so firm. The cords of his muscles bunched under my hand and we both turned so that our mouths melded again.

Over and over, until I thought he’d drown me.

Right then, I’d have gone down without a fight.


Sixteen

Garrett




I’d lost my mind.

It was the only plausible explanation. Because nothing, nothing in my life had ever felt as good as Rory in my arms. Her lips were firm and sweet and she almost brought me to my knees when she slipped her tongue against mine.

Stumbling forward, I pushed her against the wall, groaning when she bit my lower lip in answer.

“This is insane,” she said, dropping her head back and baring her long, graceful neck for me.

“It is.”

“We should stop.”

“Absolutely not,” I said firmly, stamping my lips over hers again. She whimpered, such a sweet, mewling sound that completely contradicted the fierce competitor that I’d come to respect.

She hummed when I started kissing down her neck, and the vibration of the sound against my lips lifted goosebumps on my arms. So I caught the edge of her throat with my teeth, just to see if I could taste it too. Rory moaned, pushing her hands into my hair and grabbing on so tightly that I hissed.

When had she become the perfect woman? I’d blinked and missed it.

But I wasn’t blinking anymore.

I’d sleep with my eyes open if it meant seeing her clearly from there on out.

“We’re fighting about whether we should kiss or not. Do you realize how ludicrous that is?”

“Nope.” I licked the edge of her jaw, grinning against her skin when she slumped down a few inches. Then I pulled back so I could see her, see the effect of this explosion on her face.

It was worth the distance, because in the dim light of the room, her cheeks were pinked and her lips were red from my own. Her hair was as mussed as I’d ever seen it and her eyelids were heavy, the blue of her irises dark with passion.

I pressed my forehead against hers, relishing the way she stared at my mouth when I spoke. “The only thing that’s ludicrous is that we waited this long to do it. It’s too good, Rory.” Our lips brushed after I said it, and I held there to see what she’d do. Her breath passed from her lips to mine and I greedily sucked it in, taking that little piece of her into myself.

Then she tilted her chin and pressed her mouth more firmly onto my own.

Hallelujah.

Tilting my head to the side so I could sweep my tongue into her mouth, I finally allowed my hands to wander. The fact that I’d waited this long with her entire body, her beautiful, strong body up against mine was a freaking miracle. Up her side, feeling each sweeping line of her ribs underneath her sweat-sticky skin, the edge of her sports bra and the warm rounded shape of her breast with my thumb.

I slid my other hand down the curved line of her toned back and almost wept. She was wearing shorts. Tiny, miniscule shorts.

With one thumb, I played with the elastic band wrapping around her slim hips. “I’d like to take this moment to thank you for wearing these.”

She laughed, a breathy, satisfied sound and it tightened my skin. “I certainly wasn’t thinking about you when I put them on. Mainly I just wanted to get here to work out all the shit you put me through on a daily basis.”

“I assure you,” I said into her ear, causing her to shiver, “you give as good as you get, sweetheart. Now it’ll feel like you’re teasing me though.”

Alert. Warning. Her body froze against me, and I knew it was the wrong thing to say. Her hands braced on my chest, not pushing me away, just stopping me from the way we’d been plastered together.

“Garrett,” she whispered and I dropped my head onto her shoulder in defeat. “We can’t.”

“Incorrect phrasing. Can’t means we’re not physically capable.” I rocked my hips and she curled her fingers into my shirt, gripping the cotton. “Shouldn’t is something different, but I’d argue that we’re in the perfect situation where we can and we should.”

“How do you figure that?”

Her voice sounded naked and vulnerable, a questioning Rory that I’d never heard before. I lifted my head from her shoulder and met her eyes. They looked so deeply into me that I couldn’t lie even if I’d wanted to.

“Are you asking about the current moment we’re in or once we walk out the door?”

She exhaled through her nose. “Both, I guess. Can’t still feels like an accurate word choice to me, especially outside of this room. We’ve barely just figured out a good balancing act at work, and this?” She motioned between us and gave a sad shrug of her shoulders. “It’s a major complication that we can’t afford to pursue.”

“I wouldn’t agree to that,” I said quickly.

“Sure,” she snorted, an indelicate sound that was completely incongruous with what I’d ever heard from her before. “You say that because you’re a guy. Guys never think sex complicates things.”

“Hey, don’t lump me in with the men you’ve known before. I don’t treat women casually, and I don’t sleep around.”

Rory narrowed her eyes at my tone, probably trying to figure out if I was being serious.

“Have I paraded a hundred women around over the last eight years? Or even brought a single one to office parties?” I asked when she didn’t say anything.

“No,” she answered slowly. Her hands pressed on my chest again and I backed up instantly. I may have wanted to kiss her for the next twenty-four hours straight, but I wasn’t the kind of guy who pressured a woman. Especially Rory. She’d rip my nutsack off if I tried. “So then what are you saying, Garrett? You want to, what? Date me? Besides the work issue, you don’t even like me.”

“Patently untrue.” When she arched an eyebrow in disbelief, I laughed under my breath. “Okay, fine, there may have been times when I wanted to strangle you.”

“And now…”

Knowing it was a risk, I stepped up to her again and kept my movements slow so that she had plenty of time to push me away again. It would have been easy to make some declaration to her about the fact that I hadn’t actually kissed anyone in the last year. Hadn’t slept with anyone in almost two. Maybe she’d think I was pathetic. Sometimes I felt like it, considering my friends didn’t even know about my dry spell. And maybe the fact that my apathy toward finding a woman to spend time with was so rooted in the fact that I was afraid to fail, afraid to have someone not look at me and see a man that was worth investing time in, that I’d become unable to even try. That fear— the one that wouldn’t dislodge from the back of my skull— that a woman that I was genuinely interested in wouldn’t see me as anything other than the funny guy or the casual guy, was a fear that I’d never admitted to myself. Rory was the first woman in years that made me want to risk it. Who made me want to rip open my rib cage so she could see what was inside of me. I hadn’t dared think about that for so long.

Until now.

Until she kissed me back with the kind of passion that I’d never come close to touching before with my bare hands.

But if I told her those things? That kissing her made something click inside of me. That her hands in my hair almost brought me to my knees? She’d run so far and so fast that I’d never see her again. At least, I thought she would. But even if it was a possibility, I didn’t want to push my luck.

Even the slightest possibility that she’d clam up and lock me out … that was unacceptable.

So I kept it light. I cupped the side of her neck, using my thumb to tilt her chin up so that she was forced to look me in the eye. “And now I think I’d like to kiss you again.”

“That’s not what I was asking, and you know it.”

“Doesn’t make it any less true.” I held her eyes and dropped my mouth to suck her top lip in between mine. She didn’t kiss back, but she didn’t slap me either, so that was good. “Come on, Rory. We’re alone. We’re in a dark, quiet room where no one can hear us.”

“Wait, oh please wait, I can hear you,” a random voice popped up from the corner of the room. “Please don’t have sex right now.”

Rory shrieked, pressing into me, and I cursed, fumbling my hand along the wall to find a light switch. When I found one and flipped it up, the room was suddenly so bright that I pinched my eyes shut. Rory’s face was tucked into my shoulder, which was just about as disorienting as the painful flood of light.

I looked behind me and there was a woman about our age sitting up against the wall holding a bottle of water and wearing an embarrassed smile.

“You’ve been here the whole time?” I accused her with narrowed eyes.

I think maybe she was attempting to smile at me, but it looked like a grimace. “I’m sorry, I just hide in here a couple times a week to have peace and quiet. My husband thinks I come to work out, but really, I just want an hour without any kids asking me for something.”

Rory was shaking, and it took me a second to realize she was laughing.

The sheer absurdity of our first kiss, the most exciting thing to happen to me in years, being witnessed by a random stranger in a dark exercise room, made me smile too. Rory lifted her head, and there was so much in her eyes.

She looked happy, albeit slightly embarrassed. And so beautiful that it made me hurt.

Despite the fact that it was the very last thing I wanted to do, I stepped back from her. The space between us felt like a vacuum, sucking everything into it that I just felt. The residual emptiness turned my stomach into a heavy brick.

Rory turned to leave the room and I followed.

“You guys are really cute together,” the woman called after us, and I gave her a small smile over my shoulder.

Rory ducked into the woman’s locker room, and like a chump, I paced the hallway while I waited. Maybe she didn’t want me to, but I was walking that woman to her car. When she came back out with her purse, I couldn’t decipher the look on her face, but the blankness in her eyes made the brick in my stomach drop down to my feet.

“I’ll walk you out,” I said unnecessarily. And this, ladies and gentlemen, is why I didn’t date. It all felt uncomfortable. The courtesies that you were supposed to show, even if she didn’t want them. Maybe they’d always felt uncomfortable to me because I hadn’t found a woman that I could be myself with.

And walking Rory through the gym and out into the hot, dry air wasn’t exactly comfortable, but it didn’t make me want to stab my eyes out either. Even though I kept pace with her, she didn’t look over at me until we got to her car.

With a sinking feeling, I knew that I was up the proverbial shit creek without a paddle. Because I was searching for the tiniest flicker of hope in Rory’s eyes, and I would only have been doing that for one reason.

I wanted her.

Like, take her on a date and spoon her in bed and buy her birthday presents and rip her clothes after doing it wanted her. Girlfriend and boyfriend wanted her. Wanted her to keep pushing me and testing me and making me crazy like she’d always done, because now it felt like the most perfect form of foreplay that I’d ever experienced.

With my head spinning in circles on my shoulders and my heart attempting to escape through the crack in my ribs, I watched her give me a forced smile and hop into her car without another word. While she drove away, I stayed exactly like that. Only after her taillights disappeared did I stumble back and rest up against the car that had been parked next to her.

“Well, shit,” I said. “Now what do I do?”


Seventeen

Aurora




When I was twelve, my dad was reassigned to Luke AFB in Phoenix, and we’d had to move during the school year. We would have another move before ending up in Colorado Springs, which started my love affair with Colorado, but the move to Arizona was undoubtedly the hardest of all of them. I came home crying from my last day, after saying goodbye to the two friends that I’d made in the year and a half prior. And as hard as it was for me in my thirties to make new friends, it had started about two decades earlier from the constant moves. Having two friends in that place had felt like an embarrassment of riches for me.

Even at that young age, I’d known to be careful with my emotional outbursts in front of my parents. I had no siblings to distract them, so when I acted out, I had to bear the full brunt of their disapproval. And considering that I’d never seen my mom cry when my dad was gone for months at a time, I remembered furiously wiping my tears before I walked through the front door of our house in Youngstown, Ohio.

Unfortunately for me, the General had been outside detailing his car and caught me.

“You’re not crying, are you?” He’d muttered from where he circled a white rag over the back fender.

“No, sir.” But my immediate sniffle earned me a sharp-eyed look.

He’d sighed then, like my sadness was the most inconvenient thing in his life. “Does it help?”

That had made me pause, because when he unfolded to his full height and stared down at me, I wondered if he was actually caring about why I was sad.

“Crying?” I’d asked.

“Yeah. Does it make it better? Make it easier to say goodbye to people?”

“No, sir,” I’d said quietly, lifting my chin. “It doesn’t make it easier.” He nodded like I gave a correct answer, but something had bubbled up in my chest. Something I didn’t normally indulge because I’d known it was pointless. “But sometimes it feels good to let them out anyway.”

My dad, as I still had thought of him then, leaned down and gave me a stern look. “Letting them out gives those weak feelings power. If you give them power, they’ll take over your life. You’ll make new friends, just like you do every time we move. And we’re moving for a good reason, an important reason. You’ll be fine, because you’re an Anderson. That’s what we do.”

Why that particular memory was burned on my brain on that particular morning while I dressed for work, I didn’t really know.

A lie.

I did know. I hadn’t slept the whole night before, staring up at the ceiling of my bedroom and replaying every moment of Garrett’s kiss, of the hushed words that he’d whispered into my skin, which burned with every replay.

And I’d cried. Just one tear, because in the dark exercise room, he made me feel something that no man had ever made me feel, and that was horribly inconvenient.

Because at the end of his twelve months, he’d either be my boss and I’d have to reconcile how those stolen moments shifted something inside of me, or I’d be taking over his family’s company while I watched him walk away.

See earlier statement about inconvenience.

So when I stood in front of my closet doors and had to decide what to wear, I felt like I was trying to pick my strongest shield for battle. What would leave the least number of weak spots for Garrett to pick at? What would cover me with the most confidence in my ability to stay strong against him? Because even if I very much wanted to feel him pressed along the entire length of my body again, it probably wasn’t the smartest thing to indulge in. So armor it was.

Black three-piece suit. Skinny, fitted pants, trim, double lapel blazer, black vest and my white silk shell underneath. Red shoes. No jewelry. The only accessory was my lipstick, which matched the blood-red patent of my stilettos. It was completely over the top for work, and I couldn’t even care.

When I stared at my reflection in the full-length mirror in my bedroom, I looked like a warrior with wild eyes and a perfectly pressed suit of armor.

“Perfect,” I breathed.

Unfortunately, I didn’t see him on my walk in, even though his office was lit up and open. And I didn’t see him for the first few hours.

So I lost myself in work, not giving myself permission to delve too deeply into why that pissed me off so much. He was the one who’d done this me. Made me feel so wildly out of control, so completely unsure of my footing.

An alert popped up on my computer, reminding me of a finance meeting, so I took a few moments to touch up my lipstick before walking down to the west conference room. Garrett only attended when his presence was necessary, and I couldn’t remember the agenda items off the top of my head to know whether he’d be there.

I was about to print off my copy when I saw someone pause outside of my office.

A short, blonde someone. With a dog.

Tilting my head while I walked around my desk, I called out to her. “Can I help you?”

She turned, greeting me with a massive smile. “Oh yay. A person. I was about to start yodeling to see if someone would pop their head up and tell me where to go.”

“Umm, well then I’m glad I saw you before that had to happen” I said with a tiny smile, while side-stepping where her dog was sniffing at my pants. If that thing got hair on my black pants, I would not be a happy camper. “Can I help you find anyone?”

“Garrett Calder,” she answered with a happy smile when my head snapped up. She was pretty. Short, with slight curves and messy blonde hair that barely reached her shoulders. Big brown eyes and a wide smile. “Man, I’m so rude. I’m Kat and this is Leonidas. I’m training him to be a therapy dog, so I’m taking him everywhere with me. I mean, except like, restaurants and stuff. They don’t really like that much.”

“I’m sure they don’t.” I glanced down at the dog, who was medium-sized with golden brown fur and a long, shaggy tail. Then he pranced sideways and I saw a plastic sleeve strapped around one of his front legs. “He’s missing a leg.”

“Yup. Birth defect. He’s been wearing that for about ten months, and he’s such a badass, right?”

I didn’t care about the dog. I’d never had a pet, because the General thought they were a waste of money. And a dog like this one would’ve had no sympathy with my father. A physical weakness like that was strongly frowned upon at our house. It’s still why I found myself at the gym five days a week, because he’d drilled that into my head so deeply that I couldn’t dig it out. Strong body, strong mind.

“Right, sure,” I answered belatedly, shifting on my feet. “Well, I’m not sure where Garrett is. I haven’t seen him this morning.”

Kat watched me while I talked, and I saw something shift in her eyes. “Are you … umm, are you Aurora?”

“Yes,” I said cautiously, not at all liking the way she said my name. “He’s talked about me?”

“Once or twice,” Kat said with a gleeful smile covering her pixie face. “Oh my gosh, I’m so glad to meet you!”

“Are you his girlfriend?” I blurted out. I knew the answer, I did. He’d just talked the day before about not having anyone, but clearly I’d lost my damn mind. Garrett and his stupid lips and tongue had actually made me lose my mind. So much for my freaking armor. Apparently it didn’t bar my mouth from saying completely idiotic, embarrassing things.

Kat stared at me for a beat before she hunched over in hysterics. Her dog licked at her face while she laughed, his body wiggling in delight. I rolled my eyes, mostly at myself, and very much wished I could rewind this entire conversation over.

Had I seen Garrett? No. Great, moving on.

But the kernel that had been planted the first time I thought he was going to kiss me had bloomed into an oak tree inside of me, each branch that slithered through my body consumed with him and me and what was happening between us. It was so big and sturdy, that I didn’t know how to get it out without spilling my organs everywhere.

And it was all his fault.

Kat finally straightened and wiped underneath her eyes with both hands. “Oh man, that’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard. No,” she shook her head vigorously, “I am happily taken with someone that is not Garrett. My boyfriend, Dylan, is one of Garrett’s best friends, actually.”

“Oh.” I wanted to go away. Just be far, far away from this entire situation that was unfortunately, of my own making. “That’s … nice.”

“Speak of the devil,” Kat said, smiling over my shoulder. “I was looking for you.”

“Oh, and you brought my favorite guy,” Garrett said from right next to me. Not that I was going to look. No freaking way was I giving him that satisfaction.

Garrett kneeled on the floor and greeted the dog with ridiculous baby talk, allowing it to lick his face. His face. The same face that I’d been intimately familiar with less than twenty-four hours earlier.

“What are you doing here, Kat? Miss me that much?”

“I’ve cried myself to sleep every night for the last week,” she said sweetly. “I was just down the street with Leonidas getting in some practice for his therapy dog certification and thought we’d stop by and say hi. We got back late last night and figured you’d like to see Leonidas.”

I could feel Garrett looking at me and I managed two full seconds before I glanced down at him. The warmth in his eyes was what surprised me the most. Damn near knocked me backwards, actually. He looked happy to see me. He was wearing a white shirt, charcoal slacks and a deep silver tie that I’d seen once before. That instant cataloging of what he was wearing is how I knew that he’d gotten way too deep under my skin. Oh, it was bad. And I had no clue how to stop it.

“Yeah,” he said, still holding my gaze for a breath before smiling at Kat. “I’ve missed you guys.”

“Did you even notice we were gone?”

“Hey, don’t get crazy. You know I’ve been busy here,” he said in a warning tone, but it was obvious that it was friendly and affectionate. This stuff was so easy for Garrett. It was one of the things I’d used to hate about him. He could walk into any room and immediately have people eating out of his hands. A few smiles and questions, and he had a roomful of new friends.

I wasn’t like that. Even though I’d been in one place for college and my MBA, friends hadn’t come easily for me.

Watching their easy banter stuck like barbed wire in my throat, so I coughed, bringing their attention to me. “I need to get to a meeting. It was nice to meet you, Kat.”

“Likewise,” she said with a genuine smile. “Hopefully I’ll see you again soon.”

Garrett pinned her with a glare, but instead of wanting to push her on that just to see him squirm, I turned and all but fled down the hallway.

And I’d thought a few pieces of clothing and stellar lipstick could toughen me up around him. What a joke. I was starting to think that nothing short of a ten-foot cement wall could protect me from what Garrett Calder was doing to me.
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“Ohhhhhh my gosh,” Kat breathed while Rory practically sprinted down the hallway.

I pointed a finger at her. “Shut up. Whatever you’re going to say, shut up.”

“You had literal heart eyes.” She shook her head and started following me when I pivoted to head to my office, not at all needing Kat’s ribbing to be within ear shot of anyone. “I mean, right in front of me, I saw you become an emoji.”

“That’s insane.”

“I agree. It’s insane that we heard you mention her once or twice with a string of expletives behind her name, and I just watched you become a steaming pile of goo while you kneeled at her feet.” Then she started cackling.

With a muttered curse, I shut my office door and then plopped in an arm chair so I could scratch Leonidas’ head. “Ignore her, dude. She thinks she knows what she’s talking about.”

His tail thumped against the front of my legs and I smiled.

“Oh, I know what I’m talking about,” Kat said once she’d calmed down. “I know all the things about all the things. And that?” She tipped her forehead at the door. “That was a thing like I’ve never seen from you.”

“Because you see me so much lately?” I asked with only the slightest edge.

“Not my fault. I haven’t seen you because you’ve turned into workaholic Garrett.” Then she grinned. “And I think I know why.”

“You know? I wish I had something to throw at you. Because I’d do it.”

Kat tapped a finger on her chin. “I see, I see. Deflection. A solid tactic, my friend.”

“Why are you here, Perry?” I asked. Even if her line of observations annoyed the shit out of me, it was an excellent distraction for how quickly Rory had fled from me. Like the hounds of hell were nipping at her insanely hot shoes. Oh no, it was just me. Just the man that kissed the hell out of her and felt his heart fall into bloody mess at her feet.

“Well, I really was down the street. And when I talked to Cole, he said you were one giant ball of PMS last night.” She shrugged. “Figured I’d ambush you to see how you’re doing.”

My annoyance receded slowly. Even though she pretended like I was an inconvenience every time I dropped by her and Dylan’s house, Kat had become one of my closest friends in the year that she’d been with my friend. And when my dad died, throwing my life into complete upheaval personally and professionally, I’d shut them out in the blink of an eye.

Because who would want to sit and listen to me bemoan my ridiculous first world problems? Oh, poor baby, you have to run a successful company that your dad entrusted you with when he died and make really good money doing it. And the woman who is running it with you is smart and beautiful and strong, who pushes you like no one ever has before. Poor Garrett.

I snorted, imagining how that conversation might have gone. “I’m fine, Katherina.”

“Not my name,” she said dryly, like she did every time I called her that. “And you’re not fine. You’re hiding from us. We’re your friends, yo. Let us just … I don’t know, hang out with you again.”

My eyes fell shut, unable to see the soft, concerned look on her face. “Yeah, we can do that.”

Kat clapped and Leonidas flipped to his feet from where he was lying next to my shoes. “Yay! Okay, let’s do a barbecue at Dylan’s. He’ll cook. And maybe,” she cleared her throat and gave me a long look, “maaaaaaaybe you can invite Aurora.”

I hooted a laugh. “Kat, were you just out in the hallway? She could barely converse with you because she was so uncomfortable.”

“Yeah, who did she remind you of?” she asked quietly.

I thought about that for a second, and then lifted my eyebrows in concession. “Fine, you were awkward when you first started coming around.”

“Awkward? Garrett, the first time I met you, I wanted to die because Dylan made me come over to his house and you were there. You were so nice. It freaked me out.”

Instead of answering, because she didn’t need me to verbalize the fact that she was right. She knew it as well as I did.

“It’s complicated with her, Kat.”

“So un-complicate it. You like her. Ask her over for a barbecue. Tell her she can bring a friend if you think it’ll help.” Kat gave me a little smile. “But I know what it’s like to feel uncomfortable around new people. I’m the queen of it. She probably likes you as much as you like her and doesn’t know what to do with it. So let us be the buffer. Aurora can see how awesome you are with all your friends, and we’ll be able to get to know her. Make sure she’s kosher and all that.”

“You make it sound like we’re in high school or something,” I grumbled. Grumbled, even though I was all but vibrating with excitement over the thought of seeing her in that kind of situation. With my friends, maybe at my house. My heart would probably seize. “Fine. I’ll ask her. But let’s do it at my place. I don’t want to throw too much at her if she says yes.”

Kat squealed, and I rolled my eyes. “She’ll totally say yes. Women don’t ignore a man the way she just ignored you if he means nothing to her.”

That made me pause. I’d never thought of it like that before. I must have affected Rory as much as she affected me, she just didn’t know how to channel it now that we were at the office.

I glanced at the clock hanging on the wall behind Kat’s head. Rory would be in a meeting for another thirty or so minutes, so I’d have time to psyche myself out.

To ask her over for a barbecue. And hope that she didn’t laugh at me outright.

Truthfully, while I said goodbye to Kat, I knew that was as likely a response as any.
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“So I was thinking,” I said from the doorway of Rory’s office, watching her freeze at the sound of my voice and then take a second before turning around in her chair to face me, “that you should come over to a barbecue that I’m having at my place.”

“No,” she said firmly, practically before the last word was out of my mouth, turning back to her computer.

I narrowed my eyes at her profile. “You could pretend that you’re contemplating it, just for the sake of my ego.”

“Your ego does not need help from me,” she said, not taking her eyes away from the screen.

“You’d be surprised,” I said under my breath.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.” I tapped the folder I was holding against my leg. “So beyond the invite, which still stands until I can convince you to come,” I paused when she snorted, “I also wanted to apologize to you.”

Turning her chair slightly, Rory watched me with a carefully blank face. “For what? The fact that you practically mauled me in the gym?”

I laughed. “No, definitely not apologizing for that completely two-sided kiss. It was phenomenal, and you know it.”

“Eh.”

My smile widened, because even though she sounded completely bored, the curve of her cheekbones pinked immediately. I’d leave that alone. For now, at least. “I’m apologizing for snapping at you in my office the other day. You made an innocent comment and I overreacted. I’m sorry.”

Rory took a deep breath while she watched me. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

“Are you so appreciative that you want to come over to my house and eat some hamburgers that I’ll probably over-cook? You might even be able to see my friends make fun of me for it.”

She laughed under her breath at that, immediately smoothing out her face like she hadn’t meant to do it. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea, Garrett.”

“Why not?” I asked, tamping down my excitement at the fact that it wasn’t another no. “I’ve all but promised that you’ll see me be publicly humiliated. How could you possibly turn down that opportunity?”

“A tempting offer, to be sure.”

“Name-calling, too. That happens a lot. We’re a fun group,” I said, then hesitated. Or at least we would be once I apologized to them too.

If Rory noticed me trailing off, she didn’t say anything. She was too deep in thought, processing through something in a similar way that I probably just had. “I’m not saying yes, but when are you having it?”

“Not sure yet,” I admitted. “Kat and I talked about throwing something together next weekend maybe. I haven’t done much with my friends lately.”

“How come?” Her voice was steadier and she had her professional mask slipped firmly into place now.

I shrugged, walking into her office and bracing a shoulder on the wall beyond her door. She had two chairs opposite her desk, but sitting might have made her more uncomfortable if she thought I was planning on staying a while. “Busy here, I guess. And after my dad died, I didn’t want people to feel weird around me. Like they needed to console me.”

A brief picture of my dad laughing in the middle of a staff meeting punched the breath from my lungs. I’m sure some day I’d be able to talk about him dying without feeling that way, but apparently it wasn’t happening yet. Rory had never acted that way toward me —like I needed to console her— which is maybe why despite our differences, she’d become the person I felt most comfortable around since he’d died.

Rory nodded slowly, searching my face with her evening sky blue eyes. “That makes sense.”

“So you’ll come?” Look at me. No begging or pleading. I could absolutely do this.

“Next weekend?” She bit the edge of her bottom lip, and I wavered. Maybe there would be pleading. Like, please let me touch your lip with my tongue again kind of pleading. Then she shook her head. “I can’t. My cousin is going to be in town.”

“Bring your cousin along,” I said easily.

She blinked at me, clearly not expecting me to say that. “Really?”

“Absolutely. The more the merrier. I’m sure Anna will come too, so you’ll know another person besides me and Kat.”

Rory scoffed, but had a self-deprecating smile on her face. “I don’t know Kat. I met her for a completely awkward thirty seconds and her dog got hair on my pants. That does not constitute knowing someone.”

I held up my hands. “Wait. You don’t like dogs?” Oh shit, depending on her answer, I may have to rethink everything.

“I don’t dislike them,” she answered carefully. “I just don’t have much experience with them. We were never allowed to have them while I was growing up.”

“Well that’s stupid.”

Her lips curved at the edges in a tiny smile and I wanted to fist-pump. “You’ll have to tell the General that if you ever meet him.”

“The what who?”

Her face dropped. “Ah. That’s my father. He’s in the Air Force, Chief Master Sergeant, and I call him the General because it would drive him crazy if he knew.” She must have seen the confusion on my face. “General is an Army rank, not Air Force.”

I smiled while I processed that. Another tiny piece of the Rory puzzle clicked into place. This time, it was big and foundational, telling me so much about who she was.

“Military brat, huh?” I asked lightly. No need scaring her off when she was finally pulling back the curtain a little.

“Does that surprise you?”

“No,” I said honestly. “Without sounding weird, that explains a lot, actually.”

Her fingers fidgeted on the surface of her desk. “Okay. Well, good.”

I smiled. This was, by far, my favorite side of Rory. It wasn’t the smooth business woman, it wasn’t the fiery opponent who lashed out at me, and it wasn’t the woman that melted in my arms at the gym. This unsure Rory, the one who’d met Kat in the hallway, made me feel like I had a chance with her.

Don’t ask me why, but it did.

Maybe because I got the feeling that not too many people saw this side of her. It was an admission for her, one that probably cost her a lot. And that sunk into my heart like tiny claws.

“Aurora?” Our IT manager popped his head in and smiled when he saw me. “Oh, sorry if I’m interrupting.”

“It’s no problem, Gary” she said with a small smile. “What can I do for you?”

He waved some papers and started to hand them to her. “I just need you to sign off on hiring that guy I told you about earlier. It’s fast, I know, and he doesn’t have all the educational requirements that we’d asked for in the job posting, but I think he’d be fantastic.” Gary paused, flicking his eyes to me. “I mean, if you’re okay with it too.”

I held up my hands to Gary and then tipped my chin at Rory. “I don’t need to see it. I trust her judgement.”

Gary nodded and got Rory’s approval before she scrawled a quick signature on the bottom of the last page. When he left, she stared at me for a few loaded breaths.

“Why didn’t you need to look at it?”

Lifting my eyebrows, I took a deep breath. “Because I meant what I said. I trust your call on stuff like that.”

“And if he’d ran into you in the hallway and had asked you the same question?”

“I would have told him to come talk to you. You’re the COO. Gary answers to you, not me. I’d never question your decision on hiring.”

Rory pulled in a deep breath, the bright red of her lips drawing my eyes like a siren. If I kissed her now, it would smear over her face, leave a stain on my skin.

“Thank you,” she said simply. “That means a lot to me.”

I swallowed against the rush of emotion when she said it. Another admission that probably felt like she was drawing knives over her skin to say it. And say it to me, of all people. But she’d done it all the same.

“You’re welcome.” My voice was rough when I answered and I could tell she noticed by her quick inhale.

“I have another meeting soon.”

“Right. Sorry, I’ll let you get back to work.” I smiled and turned toward the door.

“Let me know what time for next weekend.”

Pausing in the doorway, I turned slightly and nodded at her. “I will.”

If I’d left even a millisecond sooner, I’d have missed the quick smile on her face when she looked back at her computer.

Next weekend wouldn’t get here soon enough.


Nineteen

Aurora




“Gawd, you need more color in this house,” Mia groaned when I let her walk into the front door of my condo after picking her up from the airport.

“Says you.” I set her massive purple suitcase next to the dining room table, but still cast a critical eye over my family room, dining area, and kitchen. I favored whites, creams and browns in my décor because it felt soft and sumptuous to me. Only my artwork on the wall— contemporary pieces with simple statements— added anything different. “Too much color in my living space feels chaotic. This calms me.”

When Mia didn’t respond, I looked over to where she was slouched against the wall, pretending to be asleep. We hadn’t seen each other in two years, and I’d been living somewhere else the last time she visited. She was thinner and leaner, like she’d been working out regularly since the last time I’d seen her. Her mother was my mom’s sister, and since I favored the General when it came to my height and coloring, Mia and I didn’t even look like we were related.

Her petite build, deep brown hair, which currently sported dark blue ends, and olive skin looked more like the Italian roots that our mothers shared. I was all Viking. Our personalities were even further apart than that, but given that I’d moved about a dozen times before I turned eighteen, Mia was the person that stuck. And because she was from the non-Anderson side, she took no offense when I railed against the military strict upbringing that still stuck under my skin like a burr.

“Oh,” she stretched and yawned, “sorry, dozed off from the calming colors.”

I rolled my eyes and she laughed, which made me smile. A childhood like mine, and the adulthood that I’d chased in order to avoid said childhood, didn’t lend itself to deep, solid friendships. Mia was it for me, the person that I had never to explain myself to or apologize for being the way that I was.

“Chinese for dinner?” I asked while I slipped my heels off with a satisfied groan.

“Honey, as much I dig those,” Mia peered down at my purple slingback Jimmy Choos with a lifted eyebrow, “I do not understand how you can wear them all day long at work.”

“Are you kidding? My feet are frozen like Barbie feet now. When I try to walk in flat shoes, I practically have to break them off to make them fit.” I lifted up on the balls of my feet and waltzed toward her like I was still wearing my shoes and she snickered.

“You look like Barbie, so that’s appropriate.” Mia wandered down the hallway and tossed her carryon bags in the guest room across from my bedroom. “And yes, Chinese sounds delish. Can we eat from the cartons and drink wine straight from the bottle and watch a chick flick?”

“Yes, yes and no,” I called down the hallway while I pulled open my drawer full of takeout menus. “I haven’t seen you in almost two years. I’m not spending our first night watching a movie.”

While I ordered the food, Mia flopped onto the couch and started flipping through her cell phone. I hung up and motioned for her to move her feet so I could sit on the opposite side of her.

“So,” she drawled when I tucked my feet up underneath me. “What are we going to do this weekend?”

Ahh. The moment I’d been dreading for the last week, since Garrett stood in my office door with a genuinely kind expression on his face and invited me to a party. At his house.

After he’d kissed the bejeesus out of me, and then we didn’t speak about it. And I’d been horribly awkward with his friend with the three-legged dog.

My heart did an impressive back flip and somehow lodged itself in my throat. And considering that I’d only ever spoken harshly about Garrett to Mia, this may have been turning into the most interesting conversation that Mia and I would have during her four-day visit.

“Well, actually, we got invited to a barbecue thing tomorrow night.”

There. I managed to sound mildly interested and not at all like the thought of it made my skin hum and my pulse race to dangerous levels. Go Rory.

“Barbecue thing?” Mia shifted to face me, tucking her hair behind her ears. “Details, please.”

Her prim posture and clipped words made me smile a little. Just enough to chop up my nerves into manageable levels. “It’s at a coworker’s house.”

“Coworker?” Mia prodded, narrowing her eyes at my caginess.

I slicked my tongue over my front teeth and narrowed my eyes right back. “Garrett’s.”

“What?” she shrieked so loudly that I winced. “Is this a mother-effing April Fools’ Day joke?’

“Unlikely, since it’s August.”

“The slacker? We’re going to the slacker’s house? On purpose?”

“He’s not a slacker,” I found myself saying instantly, and quite vehemently, then slapped a hand over my mouth when Mia’s jaw popped open. Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

“You like him.”

“I, umm, I don’t precisely know,” I hedged, feeling a traitorous flush sweep up my neck at her accusatory statement that I, unfortunately, could not deny anymore. Not to Mia. And even more importantly, to myself.

When Mia started chuckling under her breath, I picked up an ivory silk pillow and buried my face in it to hide my embarrassed groan. This entire exchange smacked of middle school, back when I still cared what the boys thought of me.

“Oh, this is so awesome,” Mia said on a sigh. Then she yanked the pillow away from my face. Her entirely amused, entirely thrilled smile actually helped soothe my rankled nerves.

“I’m so out of my element, Mia.” The delicate beading on the edge of the pillow made for a perfect distraction, so I traced the pattern with the edge of my thumbnail. “The last guy I dated was three years ago. I barely even remember how to do any of this, without the added complication of us working together.”

“And he’s your boss,” she quite unhelpfully pointed out. When I glared at her, she cackled. “So he invited you to a party? That’s not exactly a romantic date. Maybe he’s just trying to be friendly.”

Something in my expression must have given me away. Most likely because Garrett’s idea of being friendly with me had involved palming my ass through my shorts and sucking on my tongue so hard that I saw stars.

The good kind.

“You filthy little liar,” Mia said, shaking her head. “What haven’t you told me?”

Pulling my face up in apologetic grimace, I hugged the pillow to my chest so that maybe she wouldn’t hurt me when I told her the truth. “We kissed. Last week.”

“Peck, tongue action, or tongue and hands action?”

“Number three,” I answered quietly, waiting for her to smack me. So when she whooped and pumped both fists in the air, imagine my surprise.

“Rory, why do you look like I’m going to punch you in the boob? This is amazing! You haven’t gotten any action in forever.”

“But he’s so inconvenient,” I groaned. “Going to this party is not smart.”

“Is there a rule against interoffice dating?”

“No,” I admitted, ignoring her smug smile.

“Did he give you tingles in all the good places when he kissed you?”

“Yes.”

She held out her hands like, see?

“It’s not that simple, Mia.”

“Yes, it is. You haven’t dated for so long, because why?”

I pulled in a deep breath and then let it out in a harsh puff. “Because none of the men made me want to spend any more time with them. I’m busy. And for the most part, their idea of romance is completely manufactured. They bring roses because they think it’s what they’re supposed to do. They ask you surface level questions that they don’t really even care to hear the answers to. Or worse, they see your picture and immediately make a judgement about you. Nothing surprised me or felt genuine. And if there’s no spark, then it’s not worth my time.”

“Yeah,” Mia said after a second, sounding thoughtful and serious. “I just … I want a man who makes my toes curl. Repeatedly.” We both laughed. “For real though, what you’re saying? That’s what most women want. It has to feel real, even if it’s inconvenient sometimes.”

“So I’m not crazy?”

“No way,” she insisted. “Why do you think The Notebook is so popular? We want a Noah. Preferably one that looks like Ryan Gosling.”

“Uh huh.”

She rolled her eyes. “Ugh, that’s right. I think I blocked out the fact that you’re related to me and haven’t watched it yet.”

“That’s not overly dramatic at all.”

“So since we last talked about it, you didn’t decide you loved me enough to rent the damn thing?”

“No.” She opened her mouth to argue but I held up a hand. “All those movies seem so cheesy, Mia. And predictable. Why would I want to spend my precious free time watching something predictable about romance when I’m actively trying to avoid that in my dating life?”

Her mouth hung open so long, I couldn’t believe she wasn’t drooling.

“Don’t you have to swallow by now?” I asked.

“I … I don’t even know how to speak to you right now. How are we related? How are you female and not want to watch it for the Gosling action?”

“Oh come on, he’s not that hot.”

Mia screwed her lips up and gave me the dirtiest look I’d ever seen from her. “You’re speaking heresy, cousin. You don’t rag on my Ryan. Ever.”

“Fine. I recant as long as you don’t make me watch it.” Flipping my wrist over, I tapped the face of my watch. “We need to go otherwise our eggrolls will be mushy.”

She stood, but still gave me a look like I was crazy. Over a movie.

“So,” she started while we walked four blocks over to the restaurant, “I’ll get to meet some hot Colorado boys tomorrow night, right?”

“Honestly, Mia? I have no idea. But if his friends are even close to as handsome as Garrett?” I glanced over at her with a wry smile. “The odds are definitely in your favor.”

“Perfect.”
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“I can’t do it.”

“Yes you can,” Mia said soothingly. “You look amazing, okay?”

“I know I look good,” I said miserably, glancing down at the ombre maxi dress that she’d convinced me to buy earlier in the day. The straps that held the dress up were impossibly thin and the way it was white on top and gradually turned to a pale aqua at the hem made me look tan and strong. The skirt flowed down my hips and brushed the floor, making me feel like a queen. Mia had curled my hair and convinced me to leave it down, something I didn’t do often, and it fell over my bare shoulders while we sat in my car.

We were still sitting there because I couldn’t find it in myself to push open the door. In front of Garrett’s very nice house in a very nice neighborhood. The landscaping was tasteful and clean, letting the simple beauty of his house go unobstructed. Maybe it shouldn’t have surprised me, that his place looked so grown up, but it did. And I felt no small prick of shame about it. It was exactly the kind of thing that I knew bothered him so much.

“Well, maybe try to sound a little bit more humble about it if someone compliments you, mmmkay?”

That made me smile. “I will. I just mean, that’s not what I’m nervous about. What if it’s awkward? What if I can’t relax and it’s one giant ball of terrible and we can’t leave without it being obvious?”

“Ahh, social anxiety.” She clucked her tongue and gave me a soft pat on my forearm where I still gripped the steering wheel. “It won’t be awkward because I’m fun. And if you’re ready to jet, we can have a code or something.”

I furrowed my brow and looked at her. “Like what?”

Mia bit her lip while she considered it. She’d slicked her hair into a high bun, the blue ends of it forming the rounded shape and somehow not looking cheap. “The blackbird flies at midnight. If either of us says that?” She snapped her fingers. “Boom. We out, bitches.”

“That’s the worst code word I’ve ever heard.”

“I was under pressure from your puppy dog eyes. Sue me.” Mia was about to keep talking when she trailed off, her eyes trained out her window. “Ohhhhhhhhh, we need to go inside.”

Angling so I could see what she was looking at, I laughed. Two tall, muscular guys were walking up Garrett’s driveway. They both had dark hair, though the one on the left had his tied back into a sloppy bun at his nape. Even though one was slightly taller— the one with short hair— they moved the same.

“Brothers, Rory. They’re totally brothers.” She clasped her hands to her chest and bounced in place. “Come on, cupcake. Get your shit together. I need to call dibs. Unless they’re married, then never mind.”

While she slipped out of the passenger door, I let out a deep breath and caught my reflection in my rearview mirror. The wide-eyed person who stared back didn’t resemble me in the slightest. Because buried underneath the fear of what was waiting past Garrett’s solid wood front door with craftsman details was visible excitement.

The flush-cheeked person couldn’t be me, could it?

Either way, I was about to find out, because Mia was standing in front of my car with a hand fisted on her hip. “Come on, Anderson,” she yelled. Both guys in the driveway stopped when she did, glancing over at us.

“Great,” I mumbled under my breath and reluctantly pushed my door open. “We’re already a sideshow.”

With shaking hands, I tucked my keys into the small purse I’d taken with me. Mia didn’t wait. She was already chatting with the, yup, definitely brothers. The one with short hair was grinning broadly at my cousin. The other one though, he was standing back, visibly removing himself from their conversation.

Mia turned when I approached them. “Rory, this is Michael and Tristan. They live across the street. Gentleman, my beautiful cousin is the one who works with Garrett.”

At the meaningful way she said Garrett’s name, I narrowed my eyes at her.

The one with short hair stepped forward and held his hand out. His greenish brown eyes assessed me quickly and I did my best to give him a friendly smile while I shook his hand. “Michael. Nice to meet you, Rory. Really nice to meet you.” He winked while he pulled his hand back and jerked his chin at the other one. “Tristan is the friendly one between the two of us.”

Tristan grimaced at his brother, but softened his face slightly when he turned to me. Not quite a smile, but enough that I wasn’t completely wary of him. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” I replied and then cleared my throat. “Are we the first ones here?”

“Dylan and Kat are probably inside,” Michael said, gesturing to the front porch for us to go up first. “I heard you already met Kat, right, Rory?”

Clearing the last step onto the porch, I nodded even though I wasn’t sure if he could see me. I could just about imagine what Kat had told them about me. Hadn’t precisely been a shining moment for me. The ability to maintain my professionalism was important to me, something I was incredibly proud of. But stumbling through that first introduction with one of Garrett’s friends had been the polar opposite of professional. Not even that, I’d been borderline unfriendly.

“She seems nice,” I said, fully aware of how lame that sounded.

The front door loomed in front of me, and beyond it, I could hear the muffled sounds of laughter, both male and female.

My breath stuttered in my chest when I recognized Garrett’s voice among the chatter. Clearing that threshold would change something. This wasn’t an unintentional run-in at the gym or a casual conversation in the office after a meeting.

“You can go on in,” Michael said from behind me.

My cheeks burned when I thought about the fact that they were all waiting behind me on the front porch. Amazingly, my hand stayed steady when I turned the knob and pushed it open.

He was the first person I saw, standing behind a massive granite island in the middle of an open kitchen with tasteful, subdued colors. The bright white of his cotton polo shirt stretched across his chest and wrapped around his biceps. And he was laughing. His lips were wide over his face, the easy smile that I hadn’t seen as often in the last two months making my heart tighten around the edges.

Then he saw me, and impossibly, his smile grew wider. And I didn’t miss the way his eyes dipped over my frame and took in my dress and my hair, sparking something warm and gooey in my stomach. Mia, Michael and Tristan entered behind me, but I stayed just inside the entryway, holding Garrett’s eyes while he came from around the island.

He only looked away once, when Michael introduced Mia. The grin he gave her was dangerous, but she was already flitting her lashes at Michael, so I wasn’t jealous.

Even though, I reminded myself firmly, there was nothing for me to be jealous over. We’d kissed once.

Okay. One long kiss that couldn’t really be chopped up into a concrete number.

Garrett clapped Michael and Tristan on their shoulders, and made his way to me, stopping just out of my reach. “Rory.”

“Thank you for having us.” Dork. Giant, massive dork.

He fought his smile valiantly at my wooden response, tilting his face down when he lost the battle. “You’re welcome. Can I get you a drink? We’ve got a few different kinds of beer, and some white wine in the fridge.” Garrett hooked his chin over his shoulder. “And if you’re lucky, Kat might share some of her sangria with you.”

“Oh, just water for me.”

All that I needed in this situation was alcohol as a crutch. With the anxiety coursing through me, I’d end up hiding in the bathroom with the entire pitcher of that sangria just to make myself feel calmer. Not a pretty picture. If Garrett judged me for my choice, he didn’t show it, simply nodded and went to get me a glass of ice water.

Insanely curious about the place that he called home, I wandered through the beautifully appointed kitchen that led into an open dining area and family room beyond it. The colors were muted, but rich, with dark leather couch and matching chairs angled toward a large glass slider that led into a backyard with thick, lush grass and various trees.

The whole place felt masculine, but comfortable. Nothing stark or under-decorated, like I’d assumed. A cool hand touched my arm, and I turned to find Kat smiling up at me. Her wide grin set me at ease, given what a tool I’d been with her at the office.

“Hi, Rory. It’s good to see you again.”

She opened her arms to give me a hug, and I returned it, stunned at her easy affection. “Umm, thank you. It’s good to see you too.”

“That dress.” She clucked her tongue and then gave me a rueful smile. “I cannot pull those things off because I look like a little kid playing dress-up.”

Short though she was, there’s no way Kat could have been mistaken for a child. A tall man with dark hair and striking blue eyes stepped up and wrapped an arm around Kat’s shoulders.

“Oh, Dylan, this is Rory.”

“Ah,” he said with a meaningful lift of his eyebrows. Kat elbowed him and gave me an apologetic smile. “Sorry, didn’t mean it like that. It’s nice to meet the person who gives Garrett as much shit as we do.”

I laughed, ducking my head down for a moment. “I don’t know about that. But hello, Dylan. It’s a pleasure to meet you, too.”

“Are you being nice, Steadman?” Garrett asked, joining us and handing me a tall glass full of ice water.

“I’m always nice,” Dylan said to Garrett, winking at me.

“It’s true,” Kat said to me in such an earnest way that I smiled. “He really is always nice.”

“Bullshit,” Garrett said, shoving at Dylan’s shoulder. “I’ve never told you about some of the crap he pulled in middle school.”

Dylan laughed, an easy, rich sound that made Kat snuggle into his side. Their love was obvious, and it tugged on a string of yearning that I hadn’t felt in years. It felt thin and fragile, like if it was pulled too hard or too fast, it would snap.

I breathed through it while they talked around me. Garrett leaned in and spoke into my ear. “You okay?”

Swallowing at the concern in his voice, I gave him a tiny nod. “Fine.”

He wanted to ask me more, I could tell, but the front door opened again and a tall, handsome man walked in with Anna.

“Is that her husband?” I asked Garret quietly, not sure who might know about the contingency in their father’s will.

But he laughed easily. “No. He’d never come to something like this. That’s our buddy, Cole. He lives one street over.”

Anna stopped briefly to grab a beer out of the fridge before she came over to us. It was clear, to me at least, that she’d lost a little weight since I’d seen her at the church. Her silky dark hair was pulled back into a long braid that came over her shoulder. Instead of hugging Garrett, she punched him in the stomach and hugged me instead.

“Hey,” she said warmly. “I didn’t know you’d be here.”

The confusion was clear in her voice, and I couldn’t blame her. “Yeah, Garrett was kind enough to invite me.”

“A truce of sorts,” he added, giving me a brief look with smiling eyes.

“Of sorts,” I agreed, taking a sip of my water.

Anna hummed, watching us over the rim of her beer. “Well that’s good. Have you gotten a tour of Garrett’s place, Rory?”

“No, but it seems very nice from what I’ve seen.”

She perked up, a satisfied smile covering her beautiful face. “That’s because he let me have carte blanche with the décor when he moved in.”

“Yes,” Garrett interjected. “No man would have this many throw pillows otherwise.”

I laughed. His eyes zeroed in on my lips and then flicked away in the next breath. “Well you did a great job, Anna. You’re very talented.”

The way she beamed at my compliment warmed my heart. She’d been so upset the last time I saw her, justifiably, of course. From the corner of my eye, I saw Tristan shift over from where he’d been leaning up against the wall in the dining area. His eyes were lasered in on Anna.

He didn’t see me, and I didn’t think anyone saw him, but my eyes narrowed at him all the same. The way he was looking at Anna was pure tortured aching.

Interesting. Very, very interesting.

I smiled back at Garrett and Anna, then shook hands with Cole when he made his way over. Mia was settled on the couch laughing at something Michael was saying. Everyone was nice. And Garrett was being sweet.

Maybe I’d survive this thing.

“Anybody ready to eat?” Garrett called out amongst the chatter. Everyone said yes, and he winked at me before heading back into the kitchen. That wink did strange things to me, especially in the vicinity of that string of yearning. It tightened it, strengthened it and looped it around my heart.

Or, maybe my survival wasn’t so certain after all.

As long as I stayed away from Garrett, didn’t sit by him at dinner, I could probably get away unscathed.


Twenty

Garrett




One thing I was starting to seriously admire about Rory was her ability to separate herself when necessary. I wasn’t entirely certain what had precipitated it right before I went outside to cook the burgers and brats, but she’d done it all the same.  

Admire may have been a strong word, because it laced so strongly with frustration. There’d been that suspended moment when she walked through my front door and we just … connected. Her nerves had blanketed her, but there was something else in her eyes that I’d never seen before.  

An anticipation that was probably mirrored in my own face. The entire day leading up to everyone’s arrival, I had an underlying hum of excitement to everything that I did. Cleaning my house and prepping food was welcome, a way to keep myself busy and not worry about whether she’d bail at the last minute. 

Not only did she not bail, she walked through the door like a damn queen, looking so beautiful that it almost ripped the breath from my lungs.  

During dinner, she’d sat at the opposite end of my picnic table, but on the same side, so I didn’t even have the privilege of watching her. Instead, I was stuck with Dylan’s ugly mug across from me. Him and the gooey looks he regularly traded with Kat, who’d sat next to me.  

Once dinner was done, Cole had left because a call from one of his clients came in. It broke the meal, so I started clearing some plates with Kat’s help. Once they were stacked next to the sink, she scurried back outside to plant next to Dylan. Rory had her back to me, only the long blanket of her hair on her back for me to study. It was a poor substitute for her face, the subdued smiles and quiet laughs that I’d wanted to dissect during the meal.  

In fact, she seemed to be doing just fine giving those to everyone but me.  

While I was washing off the platter that had held the burgers, the slider door opened and Michael and Mia walked in, heads tilted toward each other while they talked.  

“Need any help, man?” Michael asked, but I could tell it was an empty offer.  

“Nah, it’s fine.”  

Mia took a seat at the island and gave me a considering look. Nothing about her reminded me of Rory, but their bond was obvious. Maybe only to me, because I’d never seen her so casual with anyone as she was with her cousin.  

“So if I leave with Michael to go grab a drink somewhere, will you be nice to my cousin?” 

“I’m always nice to her,” I said defensively. Mia slowly lifted an eyebrow and I rolled my eyes. “Okay, fine. I’m nice to her now. But does she know you’re leaving?”  

“Rory won’t be surprised.”  

“Surprised about what?” Rory said and I had to grip the platter so as not to drop it into the soapy water. She only let her eyes rest on me briefly before focusing on Mia.  

Her cousin waved a hand. “Just telling Garrett you wouldn’t need to give me permission to go grab a drink with Michael.”  

Rory turned her gaze to Michael, and I grinned when it turned hard. “Just get her home safely, or you’ll have me to deal with.”  

Michael nodded. “Understood.”  

Mia giggled while they practically ran out the front door.  

“That doesn’t bother you?” I asked before she could turn and bolt in the same direction.  

“What?” 

“That they’re leaving together.” 

“Is he a serial killer?”  

I laughed, setting the platter on the drying rack next to the sink. “No. A notorious womanizer, maybe.” 

Rory shrugged, leaning a hip on one of the chairs that was tucked under the dining table. “Mia’s an adult. And probably the female equivalent of Michael. She’s safe, and that’s all I care about.” 

“So your threat was empty?”  

“No,” she said decisively and I smiled. “If I wake up tomorrow and have to start worrying about her, I’ll castrate him.” 

That made me wince, and I could see Rory relax a touch at my reaction. Of course, the threat of violence against the male species would be the thing to get her to loosen up a little bit around me.  

“You having fun?”  

“Mmmhmm.” She glanced at the slider, where Kat and Dylan were sitting across from Tristan and Anna. “They look good together.”  

“Kat and Dylan?”  

“Sure. I meant Anna and Tristan though.” 

I barked out a laugh. “That’s not her husband either.” 

“I know that.” Rory paused and gave me a considering look. “But he’s in love with her.” 

“What?” I gaped at her. “You’re crazy.”  

“No, I’m not,” she said gently. “You’ve never seen how he looks at her? It’s so obvious.”  

“No way.” But I didn’t sound as certain this time. The hard edge of the counter caught me when I sank backwards. My hands were still wet and soapy, dripping onto the tile floor, but I didn’t care. Peering at the backyard, where Tristan was next to Anna and angled toward her enough that he could occasionally look at her when she was talking. “Holy shit, Rory.” 

“You really didn’t see it?”  

“Hell no.” 

She snorted. “Such a guy. The whole meal, he could barely take his eyes off of her.”  

My head was spinning, and forgetting that they were still wet, I pushed both hands through my hair. “I … I don’t even know how I’m supposed to feel about this. Tristan is so, he’s so— “  

“Self-contained?” she added helpfully.  

“Pretty much.” I shook my head and glanced over at her. It probably should have bothered me that the only reason she probably felt comfortable conversing with me was because we were focused on other people. Something to distract her from the fact that it was the most alone we’d been since we kissed. And so I had no problem dragging out the conversation if it kept her in the kitchen with me. “It’s not like I don’t think Tristan is capable of,” I swallowed, feeling a little pukey over the fact that I was saying this in regards to my little sister, “loving someone. If he’s dated since I met him, then he’s never mentioned it to us.” 

“When was that?”  

I blew out a breath. “Six years. Cole was my realtor, Michael and Tristan hadn’t lived here long before I bought the place and moved in.”  

Rory moved toward the kitchen island, the flowy fabric of her dress molding to her legs when she walked. Normally, I thought dresses like that were pointless. So much fabric covering them that they couldn’t possibly be cool in the hot weather. But on her, I was officially a convert. It made her look taller and leaner than normal, and so casual with her hair down that I couldn’t believe I was looking at the same woman who wore power suits like she’d been born in them.  

“I guess it’s possible I’m wrong,” she admitted and laid her folded hands on the granite that stood between us. “I’m certainly no expert on love, but I know desire when I see it.” 

So many questions zipped through my mind. Rory wasn’t an expert on love. Because she’d never experienced it? Because she’d had her heart broken? Or was it possible that, in this way, we were similar. That making yourself vulnerable to love was the scariest possible thing you could imagine, and so you avoided it at all costs. Instead of blurting all of that out in hopes of shedding some light on what made her so hesitant, I pushed my tongue against my cheek and snatched the dish towel off the counter to dry my hands. 

“Can I get you a drink?”  

“Does it make you uncomfortable to talk about your sister like that?”  

I laughed under my breath, because if she only knew why I was changing the subject, all I’d see was a flutter of aqua as she sprinted out the door. “Maybe. Not just my sister, who happens to still be married, but one of my best friends. I guess yeah, it’s a little strange to try to wrap my mind around it.”  

She hummed. “I can see that. If it makes you feel better, I don’t pick up on anything reciprocal from her.”  

“So my sister isn’t contemplating cheating on her husband? How comforting,” I said dryly. 

“I didn’t mean it like that,” she said primly. “Besides, I thought you hated him.” 

With a groan, I turned to the fridge and opened it to grab another beer. “I don’t think I can handle all this light party conversation without more alcohol.” Glancing over my shoulder at her, I cracked the bottle with the opener that always hung on the side of my fridge. “You sure I can’t get you anything?” 

Rory gestured toward the backyard. “I think I’ll go back out there. But thanks.” 

“Wait,” I said quickly, hating the bolt of panic that I felt when she turned to go. That powerless feeling when the person you wanted couldn’t move fast enough to be anywhere else was friggin awful. I’d never experienced it so strongly before. Actually, anything I’d felt for a woman before felt like muted off-white splashes of color on a white canvas compared to the bold, bright sweeps of everything that Rory made me feel. “What about a cupcake?”  

Smooth. Oh, so smooth, Garrett. At her confused expression, an adorable crinkling of her forehead that I’d never noticed before, I pointed at the platter of white-frosted cupcakes that Kat had brought with them.  

“Kat made them,” I managed without stumbling over the words in an effort to cover my acute sense of embarrassment that I was acting like a twelve-year-old who’d never spoken to a beautiful woman before. “You should have one.”  

“She told me that too. This is her first foray into baking and we’re her guinea pigs.”  

Yup, I was right. As soon as she started talking about someone else, her entire body relaxed and she’d make eye contact with me again. The tiny glimpses of her blue-purple eyes weren’t enough. If anything, it made me feel jittery, like I was close to gripping the sides of her face just so I could force her to look at me. Which sounded creepier than I imagined when the thought crossed my mind.  

But apparently, my frustration was enough to loosen my tongue. “So, if I wanted you to stay in here and talk to me, will we have to talk about other people? Or will you eventually move past your nerves in being alone with me?” 

“What?” Confusion was thick in her question, but her cheeks pinked immediately.  

“Yeah, see that right there?” I walked around the island, which made her back up a few steps like she was planning on keeping it between us at all costs. “You’re blushing because you know I’m right.” 

“I’m blushing because I’m annoyed,” Rory protested, but the slight hitch in her voice made me smile. “Oh, don’t you look at me like that, Calder.”  

“Relax, Rory. It’s a party.” 

“I’m completely relaxed,” she scoffed. 

When I lifted an eyebrow and gave her a disbelieving look, she shook her head at me.  

“I am!” 

“You’ve barely looked at me all afternoon.” 

“Patently untrue,” she said, throwing one of my own phrases back at me. “I’m looking at you right now.” 

I leaned closer, and I could see how hard she was trying not to back away again. But her spine straightened and she lifted her chin. There she was. The Aurora Anderson I’d known for the last eight years. The one who’d never back down because I pushed her. But the kiss had changed something in both of us. 

For me, all it did was make things clearer and sharper. I knew what I wanted. For the first time in my adult life, I knew exactly what I wanted.  

Her. Just her. 

“So what do you see?” I said quietly, letting my eyes bore into hers so she had no chance of missing what I was trying to convey. “Come on, miss reader-of-body-language. What do you see?” 

Her breathing picked up and the tip of her tongue darted out to lick at her bottom lip. 

“I don’t know what game you’re trying to play, Garett, but I’m not joining in.”  

The words rolled right off my back. She was playing, all right. The fact that she was still here and not running to the safety of the rest of the group told me she was playing. This was familiar territory to us, and I would not be the one to squander the opportunity in front of me.  

No office, no coworkers, no CEO or COO roles to define us in the quiet space of my kitchen.  

Just Rory and Garrett. 

“No games. Just telling you that you can loosen up a little bit, Anderson. It’s a party, not the Spanish Inquisition.” 

I saw the instant that my verbal challenge sparked something in her eyes.  

“Says the person who’s interrogating me in his kitchen. If I’m not loosened up, it’s because of you.”  

“Prove it.” I stepped into her, the sharp intake of her breath hitting my skin like a lit match.  

“I don’t have to prove anything to you. I’m quite obviously having fun.”  

My head tilted back and I boomed out a laugh. When I saw her narrow-eyed expression, I laughed even harder.  

Then something cold hit the side of my face.  

I blinked and straightened, feeling it slide down my neck. Rory’s mouth was hanging open, her hand still up in the air from when she threw the fruit salad at me. Her eyes were as wide as dinner plates in her face when I reached up and plucked a strawberry from my shoulder.  

“Oh shit,” she breathed when I twisted up my lips and looked over the food offerings on the island with deliberate slowness.  

“You started this, Rory,” I said while I used my fingers to scoop a generous amount of that weird fluffy jello salad that I’d made the mistake of buying. No one had touched it.  

Lucky me.  

I flung it at her, catching her shoulder when she shrieked and ran to the opposite side of the island. Pausing when she did on the opposite end of the island from me, I waited for her to yell at me about not ruining her dress or something.  

But then she smiled. A flawless, wide, sparkling smile.  

Right as she grabbed the serving spoon full of potato salad and whipped it at me. It caught me in the chest, and her answering, breathless laughter made it completely worth it.  

Not that I could let her win, of course.  

Oh no, it was on now.


Twenty-One

Aurora




If there were over twelve thousand days in the lifetime of a thirty-four year old woman, then I was finally able to take one moment, one small space in those dozens of thousands of days, to make a memory so fun that I’d probably remember it on my death bed.  

Tears of laughter mixed on my face with strawberry jello when Garrett slipped on potato salad in his attempt to chase me around the island.  

My last handful of food —a roll because I didn’t look close enough— had smacked him in the eye and lit a fire in his eyes that made my skin tingle. 

“Did you break your hip?” I asked in between peals of laughter when one of his hands reached up to the island so he could try to stand. 

“Come and find out.”  

I lifted up on my tiptoes so I could peer over the edge of the granite. At this point, I didn’t trust him not to fake being injured to throw me off. “No way, Calder. I’m not that stupid.”  

His hand disappeared and I stepped back, my heart speeding with excitement. This was childish and juvenile, and it felt amazing. Something in his eyes flipped a switch in me. Suddenly I didn’t care about any of things waiting for us outside of his house.  

Not work, or how wrong he might be for me, or vice versa. I’d spent two hours doing my best to pretend he wasn’t sitting at the same table as me, and it was exhausting. The challenge arcing from him to me stoked the flames that had been banked since our kiss.  

Nothing was banked or smoldering now. It was a full-fledge bonfire over my entire body. The ends of my hair were probably smoking from all the tension surrounding us. It was perfectly quiet in the kitchen, and I wrapped my hand around one of Kat’s cupcakes. Just in case.  

With a roar, Garrett stood and charged around the island. With a breathless laugh, I took off running, only for him to change directions a second later and wrap his arm around my waist when he caught me.  

I smashed the cupcake into the side of his face, rubbing it in with the flat of my hand when he gripped me even tighter.  

“Give up,” I giggled. “You just got your ass kicked.”  

Garrett paused, licking at the white frosting at the edge of his lip and my stomach tensed. His eyes searched my face when I did it. With only the strength of his arm, he shifted me so was I facing him. The muscles from his bicep burned through the thin fabric of my dress at my back.  

I could have pulled back. He would have let me. But the reckless energy coursing through my body never would have allowed it, had I tried. In the same breath that I realized it, that I didn’t want to back up, his mouth was on mine. 

Moaning at the sweetness of the frosting and the strong line of his lips, I wrapped my arms around his neck. This was a kiss. A man’s kiss that every woman should be able to experience at least once.  

Not because I didn’t want to be in control sometimes, but to feel his hand splayed open on my back and pushing me further into him, the other burrowing into my hair to hold my head in place, made me feel wild and powerful. His tongue swept against mine and he pushed me up against the island. It was messy and graceless, with tongues and teeth and frosting.  

It was perfect.  

The sound of laughter in the backyard filtered through and our lips broke apart. His breath hit my neck when he ducked his face down, tucking his body into mine while we stood there. With his arms wrapped tightly around me and his hips bracketing mine, I didn’t want this to end. I didn’t want one of us to pull back and make excuses or apologies for the most carefree, fun moment of my entire life.  

Garrett lifted his head and met my eyes, a question locking every muscle of his face.  

In answer, I lifted my chin and touched my lips to his. He breathed out in relief, tilting his head to fit our mouths together more securely. From the sugary sweetness of the frosting to Garrett’s spicy, masculine scent, I felt like I was having sensory overload. My brain couldn’t decipher what I liked best from all the senses fighting for dominance.  

The skin at the back of his neck, under the soft, prickly line of his hair, or the heat of his breath on my face, the slickness of his tongue when it traced mine, they all wanted my attention and I couldn’t decide where it should be. 

Despite not having a single drop of alcohol, I felt drunk on him. He was making my head spin and my center shift underneath my feet.  

But then he pulled back. We were both breathing hard, and I prayed he wasn’t about to kick me out of his house. It wasn’t even a logical thought, since he was the one who wanted me there.  

“I’ll be right back,” he assured, like he could tap into my thoughts. Still covered in frosting and potato salad, he marched to the slider and yanked it open. “Nobody is allowed in the house. If you want to keep socializing, take it across the street.”  

I slapped a hand over my mouth, praying none of them had witnessed our unintentional show. But before I could let the mortification seep in, Garrett was back in front of me, cupping my face with both of his strong, capable hands.  

“Stay with me,” he whispered, letting his lips brush against mine when he spoke. “Just like this. I don’t want to lose this side of you.” 

The quiet passion in his voice was my undoing. I pushed my hands up under his shirt, felt the muscles rippling under my fingers and met him kiss for kiss.  

“This is crazy,” I said when he wrapped my hair around his hands and used it to tilt my head back.  

Garrett paused, his mouth hovering over the skin of my neck. “Crazy how? Like, so crazy amazing that I never want to leave? Or crazy get me out of here crazy?”  

I laughed, shivering when he dropped a kiss on the side of my throat. “Probably the first.”  

Instead of a teasing response, which was what I expected, Garrett paused. In the bright light of his kitchen, with his eyes locked onto mine and his hands gently threading through my hair, I felt a strange lightness in my soul. And when he smiled, I felt the tug of it behind my belly button. “I like this Rory.”

I fought to answer while he swept my hair behind my shoulders with careful hands, like he couldn’t stop touching it. “Better than the other Rory?”

“No,” he said quietly, sliding his thumb along the edge of my jaw and dipping his knees so he met my eyes more directly. “That other Rory is smart and sexy and terrifying.”

I laughed and he swept me up in another kiss, sliding his tongue along my lips and his hands down to cup my backside. While I let myself wind around him again, there was no small part of me that marveled over how well all the pieces fit. I was tall, but Garrett was taller, and it only took small shifts of our head and hips for us to match up perfectly.

So perfectly, in fact, that any arguments that had been stewing in my head for the last week were completely mute. For the first time in my life, all I cared about was how he was making me feel in that moment, how I was making him feel in return. And it wasn’t naïve for me feel that way either. It wasn’t irrational or illogical. Because even the deep-seeded cynic inside of me knew that moments like that weren’t meant to be ignored.

A spark caught low inside of me, and I pushed against him harder, wanting to feel every inch of him on me, over me, and in me. And that cynicism faded completely, swept away with the white-hot rush of skin-tingling passion that he was covering me with.

“Garrett,” I whispered, cupping the sides of his face and tracing the edges of his beautifully masculine mouth with my thumbs. “I really like this kind of crazy.”

“Good,” he said in a rough voice, tightening his hands on me. My eyes fell shut and I dragged my nose up the front of his throat, forcing him to tilt his chin up. I dropped a sucking kiss on his Adam’s apple and he hissed in a breath. “Really good.”

“Do you know how crazy I felt the first time I noticed this?”

“Is that a rhetorical question, because I’m not sure I’m supposed to be able to think properly right now.”

Against the hot skin of his throat, I laughed and then pulled in as deep of a breath as my lungs could hold. It’d be so easy to get high off his scent, and I’d never done a drug in my life. But with him, and the way his desire thickened my veins, I’d be flying in no time. And nothing had ever sounded so good. The rough pads of his fingers traced along the thin straps of my dress and I pressed into him even further.

“Please, Garrett,” I begged in a voice so low and sultry that I couldn’t believe it came from my throat. It was wanton and wild, belonging to the kind of woman who’d never had to plead for a single scrap. It wasn’t even really a request.

“Rory, Rory,” Garrett groaned after my imploring but I didn’t like the way it fell past his lips.

Immediately, I started shaking my head as if it could change the hesitation that I could hear coming from him. My hands pushed up the front of his shirt so I could trace the lines of his abs. His breath sawed in and out of his chest.

“I don’t want to leave,” I said, pulling my head up so that he’d be forced to look me in the eye. If he liked the smart and sexy and terrifying Rory, then he’d get her. There was so much heated affection in his dark brown eyes when I said it, so much warmth, that I knew this wasn’t something casual or sudden for him.

“I’m not asking you to.”

“But,” I paused, searching his face, “you’re hitting pause. Not me.”

Garrett dropped his forehead to mine and sighed. “Two reasons. One is that I don’t want to rush into something you might not be ready for.”

“Presumptuous much?” I softened it with a smile. “I’m thirty-three, not sixteen. I’m well aware what I’m ready for.”

He laughed, smoothing some of the hair that had fallen forward. “Two is that we smell like potato salad and frosting.”

“Oh, yeah. That’s a better reason.” In fact, I reached up and scraped at a dried chunk of said frosting on his cheekbone. “So then what? I go home and shower so I can be presentable?”

Garrett growled and yanked me to him again, which made me laugh breathlessly. “You’re so presentable it frightens me. But if you want, you can use the shower in the guest bathroom. I’ll clean up a little in here and then do the same.” Then his eyes widened. “But in my room. Don’t worry.”

“I wasn’t,” I said, completely and utterly charmed by his gentlemanly desire to do this the right way. Even three months ago, I would’ve pegged Garrett as the kind of man who could remove a woman’s bra without using his hands and wouldn’t have hesitated in the slightest.

“Go shower. Towels are clean.”

I held his eyes as I stepped back, feeling as if all of our movements were suspended in thick, tangible anticipation. “And then what?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted slowly. “Just stay here with me, and we’ll find out together.”

His words played over and over in my head while I slipped my dress over my body behind the closed door of his second bathroom. Every inch of my skin felt tight and hot when I stepped under the spray, working all of his words until I couldn’t understand why I was where I was and he was somewhere else.

With absent movements of my hands, I scrubbed away the remnants of our fight, but every brush of my fingers just made me angry. Or maybe not angry, but unfulfilled. And there was no reason for it. The mania in my head from wishing I was feeling him against me was jumbled and twitchy. Could we do this? Could we take a leap of faith and not worry about all the things that might go wrong and just follow the things that felt so right?

It was apparent now that neither of us did casual. And I liked that. I liked that Garrett surprised me in that way. It soothed the frantic energy of my mind, replacing it with a determination that felt familiar. Maybe the fighting and the yelling, the fierce competition did nothing but burn away any reserve I might have had in that moment. All that was left in its place was trust in him and a desire so potent that my fingers shook when I raked my hair back from my face. Two components that I’d been missing in any other limp attempt at a relationship.

Trust and desire. Was it really that simple?

The shower curtain was yanked back before the next breath left my lungs and I wrapped the fluffy white towel around my damp body with a smile on my face. Because yes, it was.

The kitchen was empty when I walked through. The door to his room was slightly ajar and I didn’t hesitate for a second before pushing it open. Giving only a cursory glance to the king-size bed that was covered in a simple dark blue duvet, I narrowed my eyes at his bathroom door.

I knew it was his bathroom because the sound of his running shower came from behind it. I let out a slow breath when I turned the handle.

Trust and desire. Trust and desire. Over and over, the words came out as a whispered entreaty into the steamed-up bathroom. Garrett wasn’t in the shower yet. No, he was staring in the mirror, staring right at my reflection from where I stood behind him, gripping the knot on my towel above my breasts. His shirt was gone, his face was clean, and in the misty, humid air I could only get a hazy picture of the stacks of muscles I’d briefly felt against my fingers. There was so much solid strength to his broad frame, which I’d only seen hints of under his perfectly tailored clothes. But even all of that couldn’t hold my attention from the rawness of his eyes on mine.

Mean it, his fierce gaze screamed at me. But he didn’t turn around. Maybe he was waiting for me to answer it, to show him that I did.

I dropped my towel, never blinking as I held his gaze in the mirror.

He was around me in the next beat, gripping the sides of my face and stamping his mouth on mine.

“You’re so beautiful,” he said in between kisses. “So beautiful, Rory.”

My hands swept over him, greedy in how much skin I wanted to feel at once. I couldn’t cover everything I wanted with two palms and ten fingers, so I plastered against him, moaning at the feel of my slick skin against his.

He boosted me up and I easily wrapped my legs around his trim waist, my mouth never leaving his while he fumbled with the door and walked us into his bedroom. We fell with an ungraceful bounce, but our limbs were too wound around each other for it to faze us in the slightest.

All of a sudden, Garrett pulled back, his chest heaving as he stared down at me.

“What?” I asked, fighting a wave of self-consciousness. Then I saw his eyes narrow at my tattoo. The one he’d teased me so mercilessly about at the gym. His thumb brushed against the line of script and my breath hitched.

Garrett leaned down, saying the words in a hushed, almost reverent tone as he read them. “By the strength within, I shall succeed.”

I opened my mouth to say something, I wasn’t sure what, when he dragged his lips over them, over the rib underneath the skin.

“Did it hurt?” he asked in between kisses, spreading one hand over the opposite rib cage.

“Umm,” I paused to gasp when he circled his tongue around my belly button, “yeah. Some parts more than … ahh, others.”

Garrett settled in between my legs and propped his chin on my stomach to pin me with a serious look. Unable to stop myself, I ran my fingers through his hair, smiling when he sighed.

“What were you going to say?” I teased when he pushed his head further into my hands, like a cat.

“No clue, devil woman. You’re bewitching me with your magic fingers.”

“Good,” I laughed.

When Garrett growled and surged forward to take my mouth again, I hugged him to me. My laughing stopped, fading into heavy breaths and the sounds of deep, deep kisses. The line of his back under my hands was smooth and strong while he reached into the nightstand next to the bed for protection, the muscles of his arms banded around me were unyielding when he pushed inside of me.

My back arched and I whispered his name, hot sweeps of emotion pulling me under again and again with him while we moved.

We fit. We fit so perfectly, I thought over and over, the words inking over the curves of my heart, as deeply imbedded as the black marks on my side.

When I fell over the edge, minutes, hours, days later, I wasn’t sure because I never wanted it to end, Garrett came with me in the same breath. His arms pulled me to him as he rolled to his side on the bed and I tucked my legs in between his.

The early evening light covered us in soft yellow, and I traced a shadow from his window where it crossed the bridge of his nose.

“You’re not going to leave, are you?” he whispered.

I shook my head and tilted my chin up to give him a soft kiss. One turned into two, two into long, sweeps of his tongue against mine. Finally, I pulled back and looked at him. “Do you want me to?”

“What do you think?” he said with a smug grin on his ridiculously handsome face.

I smiled, because I knew the answer to that.


Twenty-Two

Garrett




The last ten hours of my life felt like they’d been ripped from some cliché book where the hero is shown a glimpse of the wonderful thing he’s been missing, and once he realizes just how stupid he’s been, he vows to change his life so that he never misses it again.

That was me. I was the hero.

Not only because I was pound-my-chest, sublimely relaxed in the middle of my bed with Rory curled into me, but because I felt vaguely heroic after the stamina I’d shown during those ten hours. Even laying perfectly still, so I could watch her sleep next to me, muscles in my abs and legs still held a slight burn from … umm, overexertion.

And she met me for every second of it. I’d learned firsthand just how sleekly strong she was somewhere around two a.m. when she rose up over me, looking every inch like a goddess, a celestial warrior with the tangled hair that fell around her shoulders like a golden curtain.

In the light of day, Rory was stunning. But in the dim light of my bedroom, unabashedly unclothed, she was otherworldly.

When she slept, curled on her side with her hands tucked into her chest, she looked like pure perfection.

You’ve met your match, a voice whispered in my head. It couldn’t have been my subconscious, because I wasn’t aware of making that decision. Of looking at her and feeling the smooth peace of choice. But even if I hadn’t, the thought was there all the same, and it didn’t scare me.

With a careful finger, I swept a smooth lock of hair off her cheekbone so I could see her face more clearly. The patrician slope of her nose and the perfect curve of her upper lip, the long sweep of her dark lashes against her flawless skin, they all called to me.

They had since the day I met her and lost my breath.

I’d muted it since then, in the days and weeks and months and years since she put me in my place, but it was always simmering under the surface. The ability to freely indulge it made me feel like a grade A creeper, watching her sleep for the last hour when I should have been doing the same, but I never questioned stopping.

I followed the curve of the back of her skull, down her toned back, counted the bumps of her spine as my finger brushed each one. When I hit the tiny dimples at the bend of her lower back, I grinned, tracing circles around them and watching her shift slightly in her deep sleep.

Rory pulled a slow breath through her nose, the deep inhale making her upper body expand underneath my fingers.

“Why am I not surprised to find you groping me in my sleep?” she said with a sleep-thick voice.

“Because I’m creepy.”

She turned slightly, so my hand was forced to slip from her back to the arc of her waist. Then she smiled, and my heart hiccupped in my chest. One smile and the voice in my head started an endless chant that I was powerless to ignore.

My match.

My match.

My match.

I couldn’t meet her eyes because I was terrified she’d see it there. Terrified that it wouldn’t be reflected back at me. But what if it was? What if she’d felt the pure magic arcing between us all through the night?

So I looked. Her face still held that tiny smile, the minute lift of her lips that did strange things to me, like we shared a secret. We did, I guessed.

No one but us had been holed up in my room. No one had felt what we’d done to each other, how we’d touched each other with reverence and mind-numbing passion.

That was only ours. And she knew it, too. I saw it in her eyes.

“You’re not creepy,” she whispered, lifting her hand so she could drag her fingers along the stubble on my jaw. She ran them in the opposite direction, making them rasp against her fingertips like sandpaper. Goosebumps popped up on my arm and I struggled to not tackle the hell out of her right then and there.

“Nicest thing you’ve ever said to me, Anderson.”

For a second, she narrowed her eyes. I held my breath, waiting for her to snap something back at me, but she started laughing instead.

“You know what’s sad? You might be right.”

“I’m always right.”

“Humble too.”

“It’s one of my many good qualities,” I said sagely, and was rewarded by her quick smile.

“This is how I envisioned you, if you were lying in bed with a woman. Telling her how amazing you are.”

I wagged a finger at her, which she batted away. “So you thought about what I’d be like in bed. Naughty girl.” To my surprise, Rory ducked her head like she was embarrassed. Instead of laughing or calling her out, I cupped her chin so she looked at me again. “Come on now, don’t hide that pretty face from me.”

We kissed, this time softer and sweeter than the night before. My hands slipped down her back with familiarity and when she dragged the edge of her thumbnail against the line of my jaw at the end of the kiss, I smiled against her mouth.

“Is it weird to you?” she asked, drawing back just far enough that her features weren’t fuzzy from how close we were.

“Is what?” I dropped my eyes so I could feel the hard edge of her collarbone under the soft, golden skin of her chest.

“This. Us.”

It probably would have surprised Rory if I told her that not one second of it felt anything other than perfect. That weird was not something that had crossed my mind since the moment she walked through the front door looking like she belonged in my home, even with her visible nerves.

Instead of saying all that, I kept it simple. Kept it honest. “No. Not weird.”

If I was waiting for her to say that it wasn’t for her either, I might have been disappointed in her lack of a response, but Rory usually held her cards pretty close to the chest.

And what a spectacular chest it was.

“Do you need help cleaning up in the kitchen before I leave?”

“Who said you’re going anywhere?” I asked before pressing her back into the bed and peppering her face, neck and shoulder with kisses.

She laughed, a husky, breathless laugh that tightened every inch of skin on my body. “I said. Mia is visiting, so I can’t ditch her all day.”

“Okay, I’ll allow this on one condition.” That elicited a deep sigh from Rory, but she motioned for me to continue. “You go home and shower the smell of sex off of you and spend the day with your cousin.”

Rory raised an eyebrow. “What kind of condition is that?”

Tapping the end of her nose with my finger, I smiled. “And then tonight, around seven, I’ll pick you up and take you out to dinner. If you think Mia will be okay to fend for herself for a couple hours, that is.”

“You’re asking me out on a date?”

“Does that surprise you so much?”

Idly, her fingers traced the edge of my pecs as she peered into my face. “No. I guess it doesn’t.”

When a relieved breath pushed from my mouth, I realized just how much it meant to me that she answered that way. Of course, I knew that most people would have been surprised if they knew how traditional I was when it came to women. Being like this with Rory, when I hadn’t even taken her out somewhere, wasn’t how I operated. She’d probably laugh if she knew that Michael the manwhore had tossed the condoms in my nightstand after he’d gotten to the house to screw with me.

Despite my age, and how my generation viewed sex as a casual transaction, I wasn’t like that. I never had been. And it wasn’t even that I judged people who did, everyone had to make their own choices about how they lived their life, but it never worked for me.

Seeing someone like I was seeing Rory right now was an intimacy that meant something to me. If you literally laid yourself bare in front of another person, to share whispers and passion and trust, you were making yourself vulnerable to them. Right now with her, I was more vulnerable than I’d been in years, because she had the power to reach through my chest and yank my heart out, if she wanted to.

“Good,” I said, my voice sounding like my throat was coated in sandpaper.

She sat up and stretched her arms over her head with a groan, her hair a tangled mess down her back. “And you’re taking me somewhere nice where you can’t wear clothes with holes in them?”

I clucked my tongue. “Such a snob.”

Very slowly, she turned her head to pin me with a narrow-eyed glare over her bare shoulder. “Excuse me?”

I sat up next to her and bumped her shoulder with mine, while the gray sheets from my bed pooled around our legs. “I’m not complaining. If you’re picky, then it’s a compliment to me.”

She laughed. “I suppose it is.”

“Want me to make you some breakfast before you go?”

Rory shook her head and stood from the bed, then propped her hands on her hips. “Where’s my dress?”

I grinned. “Probably in the other bathroom still. Is it weird that I want to watch you strut naked through my house to go get it?”

She rolled her eyes but smiled. Then with her head held high, she waltzed right out of my bedroom. I fell back onto the bed with a tortured groan. It was quite possible that Aurora Anderson would completely decimate me. And if how I felt right then was any indication, I’d let her do it with a smile on my face.


Twenty-Three

Aurora




Mia was already on the couch, sitting cross-legged in the corner, when I came out of my bedroom with a towel wrapped around my hair. Her hair was parted neatly down the center and then wrapped in pigtails on either side of her grinning face.

“You look gooooood, cousin,” she drawled as I sank into the off-white, velvet arm chair to the right of the couch. My cheeks were flaming, I could tell, but I smiled back at her.

“It doesn’t look like your night was too rough either,” I said, peering at the mark on her neck. She hummed into her coffee, giving a dramatic shiver that made me laugh. “Wow, that good, huh?”

“That good.”

“Does that mean you’ll be visiting me more now?”

Her eyes widened comically. “No! Lordy, no.”

“So Michael didn’t convert you to try a relationship?”

“Why?” she tossed back. “Did Garrett convert you?”

“Maybe he did,” I answered honestly. She was surprised, I could tell. But she took another sip of her coffee and gave me a long look. Pulling the towel off of my hair and starting to comb through the damp strands with my fingers, I gave her one right back. “What?”

“Just seems like a fast leap to make with the guy who you couldn’t stand two months ago. And happens to be your boss.”

“Inconvenient, right?”

Mia made a thoughtful face, but then shook her head slowly. “I don’t think that’s the right word.”

I snorted. “How could it not be?”

“Well, what about it is inconvenient. I mean, really? You have a lot in common, Rory. He’s smart and funny, not to mention in a great job, at a place that you happen to love. He’s hot as hell, and looks at you with little flames shooting out of his eyeballs.”

“And that’s a good thing?” I asked, but still blushed at her assessment.

“If Garrett’s eyes had the power to remove clothing, you would have been stark-ass naked the second you walked through that door. Boy is smitten.” But she leaned forward and gave me a serious look. “But none of that matters if you’re not feeling it too. Don’t feel pressured to go with him tonight because you think it’ll be awkward at work.”

“No,” I said quickly. “That’s not it at all. Last night was because I wanted him. He brings out a side of me that I really like. And it’s one that no one else has been able to tap into before.” When I said ‘tap’, Mia made a thrusting movement with her pelvis, so I threw my towel at her. “Can you not act like a teenage boy, please?”

“So you like him.”

I nodded. “I do.”

“And you’re willing to carve time in your life for a relationship with him? If that’s what he wants to do,” she added when she saw me hesitate.

“I am. Because, even though I’ve known him for so long, I don’t know this Garrett. The one who was sexy and sweet and respectful, who turns me into this … greedy, insatiable person that I’ve never been.”

“Hell yeah he did.” Mia nodded. “Greedy and insatiable are two of my favorite words. Especially when they’re applied to you.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that, because she was right. The closest that I’d come to either one of those things was insatiable. But only for work, which was definitely not Mia-approved. But proving myself in that arena was as important to me as when I’d walked out of my parents’ house. And I’d done it.

Everything that I’d worked for since the day I turned eighteen was laid out right in front of me. Just because having a man at my side hadn’t been in my original vision of what my life should be didn’t mean that I couldn’t adjust it now.

And the crazy thing was that Garrett made me want to adjust it. Nothing about it felt too sudden or ill-timed. Maybe Mia was right. Maybe inconvenient wasn’t the right word to use at all, maybe he and I were coming together at just the exact right time.

If Rich hadn’t died, I thought with a dull thud in my stomach, I never would have gone to his house the day before. Never would have kissed him in the dark room at the gym. Never would have felt the unbelievable high he’d brought me to, never heard him tell me I was perfect against the skin of my temple when I was trembling against his body.

Inexplicably, tears heated my eyes and I blinked rapidly to dispel them. If the mere thought, the hypothetical alternate reality, of not experiencing Garrett the way I had the night before brought tears to my eyes, then I knew it wasn’t wrong to want to pursue it. It wasn’t inconvenient at all.

“So,” I said to Mia, “Are you going to help me pick out what to wear tonight?”

“Girl, we need to go buy something new for this date.” She stood from the couch and held out a hand to pull me up. “Garrett won’t know what hit him.”
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Mia was right. Unfortunately for me, I was the one who was going to have to walk in the high-waisted, sky blue, fitted mini skirt she forced on me, and try not to flash my goodies to everyone at the restaurant. I also had to do this while feeling more nervous than I could ever remember. More than the day I left my parents’, more than the day I started my internship at CFS, and more than when I sat to hear Rich’s will read out loud.

There was something that rolled over my skin, something slow and warm, when Garrett texted me that he was on his way in. I couldn’t even call it simple nerves, because it was so much bigger than that. At thirty-three, nervous didn’t cover it for a first date. It was the anticipation of something big. Something life-changing. Or at least, there was the possibility of one evening changing your life. For me, this was equivalent to stepping off the edge of a building with no notion of what was waiting for me at the bottom.

Garrett would either catch me with ease, or I’d end up broken on the hard, cold ground. A mental vision of my own limbs twitching against concrete settled my stomach a bit. So I stepped through my door instead of waiting for him.

Waiting was for chumps and wusses. I was neither.

But when I walked out of my building and caught Garrett’s eyes, his jaw dropped, and the flurry of nerves swept back up with a single-minded vengeance.

The light silk tank that I’d decided to tuck into the skirt was covered in a subtle pattern of blues, greens, and golds. On my feet I wore four-inch nude wedges, bringing me only a couple inches shorter than Garrett.

Garrett shook his head and slowly scratched the side of his face. He’d shaved since that morning and I wanted very badly to know what it felt like against my hands.

“Rory,” he said and then paused, laying a hand on his chest. “You’ve stopped my heart.”

To break apart the swarm of bees in my stomach at his simple words, I lifted an eyebrow. “Did you practice that line on the way over?”

He grinned and offered his elbow to me, which I took gratefully. If there was the slightest chance that he was feeling the same breathless, stomach-tilting anticipation that I was, then maybe we could lean on each other through this.

We walked in companionable silence down one block from my condo to where he’d found a parking spot for his sleek black car. He opened the passenger door, but didn’t let me in right away.

“I’d never try to prepare my reaction to seeing you. You steal my ability to speak far too easily, even when your intent is evisceration and not seduction.”

“Such big words,” I said with a sly smile. “And such sweet ones, as well. Who’d have thought it?”

Garrett leaned in, and I caught the potent smell of his soap and aftershave when he whispered in my ear. “Don’t tell anyone.”

Then he kissed my cheek and ushered me into the car. My heart was still thrumming when he took his seat and smiled over at me.

“Are you nervous?” I asked suddenly, needing to know that I wasn’t alone in this body-locking free fall.

“It’s a miracle I haven’t puked yet,” he said so earnestly that I burst out laughing. “You?”

I gave him a chagrined look before answering. “Mia made me take a shot before you picked me up because I was driving her insane.”

Garrett hummed and leaned forward, laying a light kiss on my lips before slicking his tongue along my top lip. “Tequila?”

Stunned and beyond turned-on with that brief touch, I nodded. Garrett had put on dark jeans and a light blue oxford with the sleeves rolled up over his forearms, the ropes of muscles flexing underneath his skin when he steered the car down Grant Street.

“Where are we going?”

“The Ninth Door.” He glanced over. “Have you been?”

I nodded with a relieved smile. “I love that place.”

What I didn’t need to tell him was that the few high, curved walls of the booths allowed me to eat my tapas without people giving me curious looks when I was by myself. Sometimes I brought a book and settled in for a couple hours with a glass of their sangria.

Garrett gave me an unsure look. “Do you want to go somewhere new? I’d hate to do something average. You’d never let me forget it.”

“No, really, that sounds perfect. Tapas is good to share.”

Even though there was a location closer to my condo, he drove us downtown instead to the one in LoDo, and I loved that. Like he wanted to extend our time together. The restaurant was busy, but Garrett leaned in to the hostess, who walked us straight through the dark, dimly lit restaurant to one of the booths that I favored. He waited for me to slide in first, and instead of staying on one side of the table so that I’d face him, I took a deep breath and stayed in the middle of the bench.

Garrett’s face was angled away from me when he slid in, but his hand smoothed down my thigh as soon as he was next to me. The rough skin of his palm against the sensitive skin of my inner thigh made me close my eyes.

Finding this balance with him, outside of fighting in the office or finding purchase underneath the soft cotton of his bedsheets, might be more difficult than I imagined. Mainly because I had no clue what he was thinking as we sat underneath the wrought iron chandelier, plastered next to each other in the booth.

“I don’t do casual,” I found myself saying out loud as soon as the smiling waitress walked away with the drink order. “That’s not me. I don’t sleep around, so don’t expect me to answer a late night text if that’s all you’re looking for.”

“You think I’m gonna send you a booty call text?” He sounded so amused that I almost slapped him. But with us, that was as good as foreplay. And what with being in public and all, figured it probably wasn’t a good idea. “Rory, I just ordered a fifty-dollar bottle of wine. This isn’t casual for me either.”

I lifted my chin, attempting cool when the relief almost pulled me under the table. “And what happens at the office?”

His arm snaked behind my back, anchoring me to him, as if I was pulling away. “Well, we do our jobs. Same as we did before.”

“It’s not that simple, and you know it.”

“What worries you about it?” He didn’t ask it in a sarcastic way, which was a relief.

I took a deep breath before I answered, and we both paused when the waitress brought the wine, filling both of our glasses with a few ounces to try. She left when we liked it, and I rolled the rich, dry liquid around my tongue while I gathered my thoughts.

“I’ve told you before how pivotal it was for me that your father respected me. That Cal did too. They were my superiors, yes, but they never treated me that way.” I took a sip of wine, and he waited, somehow knowing I wasn’t finished. “I need to know, that even though you’ll see a far more casual side of me than anyone will at the office, that even though we’re intimate, you’ll respect me. Respect my position within the company. And I’ll do the same with you. You may be Garrett who likes to feel me up in my sleep, but within those walls, you’re the CEO. I need to know you’ll still treat me as Rory the COO when we’re there.”

Garrett was searching my face while I spoke, soaking in everything I was saying. “I can respect your role, and you.”

“Thank you.” I smiled, tucking a piece of hair behind my ears. “Is that what you expected me to say?”

“No,” he said on a laugh. “I figured you’d just ask for less yelling, a few less death threats.”

“What’s the fun in that?”

“Exactly. I’m not worried, Rory. I think we can figure it out. We’re still us there, and outside of work, we can have something else. Something sexy,” he leaned in and kissed my jaw, “something new,” another kiss just to the right of my lips, “and something that I’m very much looking forward to exploring.”

Yup. Okay, that sounded good. Check, check, check. One last flag crossed my heavy-lidded vision. “And no dating other people?”

Garrett pulled his head back. “Hell no. Pretty sure you’re all I could handle anyway.”

Some women might have been offended, but I felt the satisfied smile spread over my face as I leaned in to kiss him. “Good.”

And it was.

The food and the wine was good. The conversation even better. He was funny and charming; he was interested in what I had to say; his hands on my skin was so much better than good that I almost mounted him in the booth.

“Last boyfriend,” he asked around a mouthful of dátiles, licking a speck of drunken goat cheese off the edge of his lip and making my stomach curl deliciously. The question got lost when he popped the rest of the ham-wrapped date in his mouth and made this sexy as hell chewing motion that stretched his jaw muscle. My finger swept across it without me realizing that I’d intended to move at all. It felt so intimate, so natural for me to want to know what his skin felt like when he moved that way. “Rory?”

I blinked out of my lust-filled haze and caught his amused look when I dropped my hand. “Shut up.”

“You want me so much, Anderson. It’s almost embarrassing.”

With a sniff and a steadying breath, I took a deep drink of my wine “Last boyfriend? That was the question?”

“Before you ogled me, yes.”

Ignoring that, I lifted my eyebrows while I thought. “It’s been a while,” I hedged, not sure if I was ready to admit that it’d been years.

“Define a while.”

“You tell me first.”

He grinned. “I’ve never had a boyfriend.”

“If you’re going to joke, I won’t answer.”

“Woman, you make me work harder to get to know you than anything I’ve had to work for in my entire life.”

With a laugh, I rolled my eyes. “Fine. But you can’t make fun of me.”

“I’d never,” he said gravely.

“Three years,” I answered on a rushed exhale and then looked away. “It’s been three years since my last relationship.”

To his credit, Garrett didn’t have much of a visible reaction, just a simple lift of his eyebrows in response. “Why so long? Because I know it can’t be because you didn’t have anyone interested in you.”

I blushed at that, snagging a patatas bravas from the long white plate in between us. When I was finished chewing, I glanced at him. “I did have men who were interested. In exactly what, I couldn’t say, because it never got that far.” I tilted my head, thinking through the past handful of years. “It was never worth my time, I guess. Everyone has a list of priorities; you know? That wasn’t on mine.”

“Simple as that, huh?” Oddly enough, Garrett didn’t look like I needed to convince him.

“Simple as that.” I pointed a finger at him. “Your turn.”

“Not as long as you. But I’ve had to buy a couple new calendars since the last woman.”

“Really?” I leaned back in surprise. “And here I was expecting you to say that it’d been such a long month with no one to laugh at your jokes or compliment how big your biceps are.”

Garrett leaned in, staring at my mouth. “How big are they?”

I smiled and he brushed a kiss over my lips. When I went to deepen it, he pulled back with a smug grin on his chiseled face. “Big enough that you don’t need me to tell you jack shit.”

We both laughed. That was how good it felt to be with him like we were. It was easy, effortless. We ordered dessert and a carafe of sangria, in no hurry to leave. When the check came, Garrett slid his card to the waitress and then weaved his fingers through mine while we waited for her to bring it back. Nothing was said as he signed it, leaving her a generous tip. Or when he laid his hand on the small of back and we walked back to his car.

The drive home to my condo was charged, and my skin was fevered from the possessive way he held my thigh while he drove. So good. Everything about our night was so good.

But by the time he walked me to my door, I was ready for good to become mind-blowing. I dropped my purse onto the ground and gripped his shirt with both of my hands.

“Aggressive. I like it,” Garrett whispered when I backed us up against my front door and proceeded to kiss the hell out of him.

His hands were good, one gripping the back of my neck and the other lifting my thigh so he could press against me. Very, very good. The kisses were hot and deep, his tongue tangling with mine in a way that I never, ever wanted him to stop. The pleasant haze of wine and food and Garrett made me giddy, so when I whispered against his earlobe that he should come in, I almost didn’t register that he was lowering my leg off of him and pulling back.

“Not tonight.” If he hadn’t sounded so pained about it, I might have forced him. Grabbed him by the shirt and dragged him into my place anyway.

“Why not tonight?” I whispered against his mouth, tightening my grip on his shirt.

He groaned. “Because I don’t usually do things backwards like this. I don’t want you to think I don’t respect you.” Oh, well if he was going to go ahead and say the perfect thing. “If it helps, I’ll be hating myself the entire drive home.”

“It does help,” I admitted, eyeing him up and down with regret. “But I really I wanted to wear that shirt in the morning.”

He hissed, gripping my face and giving me a goodbye kiss that rocked a whimper out of me, so deep that it had me seeing stars behind my eyelids. “Evil, evil woman,” he whispered against my smiling mouth. “I’ll see you tomorrow at the office.”

Ah yes. Tomorrow. At the office.

“Shit,” I whispered and slumped against the door while I watched him walk away.


Twenty-Four

Garrett




When I saw Rory at work that next day, she gave me this secret little smile that launched a submarine through my heart. If I’d felt a massive crush on her when I met her, and wanted to cement her to me after our first kiss, then our night together followed by the most perfect first date I’d ever experienced in my life had shoved me off the first step of falling for her.

Yeah, that fall. The big one. The one that had always petrified me before. Now I couldn’t figure out what was so scary about it.

That she had the power to rip my soul out via my heart? So what. Looking at her now, across the conference room table from me only ten days after that first date, I’d take that chance a million times to know what I did about Rory now.

I knew that she slept curled in a ball on her side, always in underwear and a tank top. I knew that she ate oatmeal for breakfast almost every single morning. I knew that she had to have seven pencils lined up by her computer at work and at home and she rarely ever watched TV unless it was the news. I knew that she gave the most incredible kisses, and hid the passionate side of herself so well at work that it almost freaked me out when she unleashed it later.

I knew that she was the kind of smart that was almost scary, observant and patient with our employees, and so beautiful that every single morning, it took me about thirty minutes to get used to being around her again. Thirty minutes before I could look at her in a way that people might not be able to see how wholly she was embedded under my skin.

Rory nodded at me across the table and I gave her as polite of a smile as I could manage. Oh yes, meeting. Work. Other people around us. “Right, so as long as everyone’s comfortable with where we’re at, then let’s stick with the current investment model for that account. I don’t think Max wants the flashy, big risk investments. Definitely think long-term, solid growth when it comes to his money.”

“Thanks, everyone,” Rory said while David and Bryce stood from their chairs and left the conference room. When the door shut behind Bryce, Rory leaned back in her chair and gave me a considering look.

“What?”

“Just trying to remember the guy who sat across my desk and said he was living a life that felt like he was in someone else’s skin.” The blue pen that she used in every single meeting that I’d been in with her spun in circles on the table in front of her, moved only by the tip of her slim finger. It was far, far easier to watch her make circles with a pen than think about the ramifications of what she was saying. Not once since the day my father died, had either of us brought up what my intentions were at the end of the twelve months. I wasn’t even half done yet, but in the last month of showing up at the office every morning, I’d steadily begun to realize that I didn’t hate the walls around me anymore. It had happened without a conscious choice from me.

“That feels like it was forever ago.”

She hummed in agreement, staring at the pen against the high-shine of the lacquered table. “It kind of was. Do you feel like the same person?”

“No,” I answered truthfully. “Do you?”

“I do, actually.”

That didn’t surprise me in the slightest. Of all the things I’d learned about Rory in the last handful of years, it was that she was more comfortable in her own skin than just about any person I’d met. She was unapologetic about her intelligence, and her motivation. I just wasn’t sure whether that motivation was still aimed at the current job that I was holding. With a ticking clock hovering over the entire company, it was probably something I should have figured out by now. But if she said yes, then it was almost undeniable that it would shift the us part of Rory and Garrett into an uncomfortable spot.

“Do you have lunch plans?” I asked, chickening out from asking her.

From the way she narrowed her eyes thoughtfully, it was obvious that she knew I’d been thinking something else. But she didn’t call me on it. Probably for the same reason that I didn’t continue the conversation. Everything else was too good to risk upsetting it.

At least for now.

“I was going to eat at my desk.” She shrugged one shoulder, pursing her lips at me. “Unless someone has a better offer for me.”

I shifted in my seat, though there was no chance of me feeling comfortable with the visions of how sturdy my desk was running through my head. “Marjorie is off today.”

“That so?” she asked with a coquettish tilt of her head.

“Mmmhmm.”

“Well, I guess I could wander down in about,” she flipped her wrist to look at her watch, “ten minutes?”

“Perfect.” I stood from my chair and straightened the knot of the blue tie I was wearing. “And Rory?”

She lifted her head, the heat in her eyes almost knocking me back. “Yes?”

“Close the door to my office behind you when you come in.”
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“Does it lock?” she asked in between kisses. She’d barely cleared the door when I pressed her against the wall in my office.

“It’s got to,” I said, frantically fumbling with the doorknob and then crowing with victory when the latch turned. “I need to tell Marjorie to take days off more often.”

Rory laughed while I pushed the hem of her skirt up with one hand. The other was anchored in her ponytail. I loved that she wore her hair like that every day. Mainly because I could use it to tilt her head in the perfect direction for whatever kind of kiss I wanted to give her.

Today’s was the kind of kiss that was Rory’s favorite. The full-bodied ones, where our hands and legs, tongues and teeth were all involved. The kind that made her whimper into my mouth when I wrapped her in my arms so tightly that she couldn’t take a deep breath. She’d told me that just a few nights ago, and something about that made me feel like pounding my chest. I had the ability to limit her breathing capacity, to make the blood race so quickly in her veins that she needed to pull in more oxygen, but she couldn’t do it. She was so firmly in my arms that she couldn’t.

With frantic hands, Rory started unbuttoning my white dress shirt. “Why is it so hot when you run a meeting like that?”

I groaned when her fingers hit my skin. I wanted them there forever. Maybe I’d swap out her lotion for superglue so that the next time she touched me, she’d have to stay indefinitely.

It was either the creepiest idea I’d ever had, or flippin genius.

“Probably the same reason that it’s so hot when you stand in the doorway of my office and ask if you can delegate monthly reports to someone else.”

Rory broke away from my seeking mouth to bark out a laugh. “What?”

“I don’t know what it is,” I said fervently, using both hands to frame her face. “There’s something on your face when you ask me a question that you expect me to say yes to. Like I don’t have a choice, but you’re still being polite about it. It makes me crazy.”

She looked so delighted, so pleased by my strange answer that she smacked a kiss on my mouth. “I’ll remember that for future use.”

“Thank you for not wearing lipstick today,” I said, nibbling along the edge of her lips, tracing the shape and committing it to memory.

Rory shoved at my chest, walking me backwards with a warrior’s expression on her face. Conquer me, I wanted to roar, but I didn’t. Maybe that wasn’t manly enough for some men my age, but the thought of Rory devouring me whole, razing me to the point that I was barely standing sounded like the best possible outcome for me.

My calves hit one of the chairs that I used for more informal meetings, and I fell backwards into it with an oomph. Rory hiked up her skirt and wedged her knees in between my legs and the arms of the chair.

Her hands dug into my hair while she took my mouth, and my hands slid up her back into the ends of her hair, tangling the smooth strands between my fingers. Rory stopped to take a sip of the water that was sitting on the end table next to the chair. How she knew it was mine, I had no clue, but I didn’t give a shit when she kissed me again and her tongue was cool and slick against my own.

The sound of voices outside my office made us both freeze, mouths panting against each other.

“I thought he was going to be in the office this afternoon,” Marjorie’s voice said, muffled through the thick door. Someone answered, but I didn’t recognize their voice. The doorknob jiggled. “Huh. He never usually locks it during the day. Maybe he went out for lunch. Sorry about that.”

My eyes pinched shut, and Rory laughed against the skin of my throat.

“That’s it,” I whispered. “She’s fired. Early retirement for Marjorie.”

Rory lifted her head and had such a sweet smile on her face that my heart fell down another step with a solid thud. Every single one of those that she gave me pushed me further and further down a path that I’d never be able to travel back up. If our date was the first step, her smiles were the second, then the perfectly sweet kiss that she dropped on the tip of my nose before wrapping her arms around my neck shoved me down steps three and four.

This could be my life, I thought. All of this.

Her and me, working together and playing together, making love and kissing in the morning before she dragged my ass out of bed to eat horrible oatmeal.

Whoever’s skin I was living in now, I didn’t want to leave it.

Ever.

But I had absolutely no clue whether Rory felt the same way.

“Hey,” she said when Marjorie’s voice receded and she’d moved to the chair across from me. Seriously, Marjorie was fiiiiiiiired. Now Rory’s skirt was smoothed down and she’d fixed her ponytail, everything set to rights after my hands did some serious damage. “I had an idea I wanted to run by you.”

“Shoot.”

“Well, obviously we haven’t filled my former position yet, and there’s hasn’t been any extra strain on the rest of the department by spreading out my previous responsibilities between them. So we have this extra money in the budget from what we used to pay me.” She took a deep breath, looking completely different from the woman who’d been rocking in my lap about three minutes earlier. “So we’ve always outsourced our marketing, right? And they do a good job, but I’d really like to have someone in-house, who’s part of CFS and really understands our vision, who wants to be part of it with us.”

I nodded. “Makes sense.”

“I’d like to hire a full-time director of marketing instead of fill my old job. If we’re still sticking with the five-year strategic plan that was put into place last year, then it’ll help with the growth that we projected. I really think someone that’s solely dedicated to CFS can help with that, because we set a pretty solid goal for the next five years as far as assets managed.”

With no small amount of shame, I realized I didn’t even remember specifics from the strategic plan. I’d had to sit in on the discussions, but thinking about CFS even a short five years in the future, had sounded awful to me. But the woman across from me had the thing memorized, apparently. And she hadn’t been part of the meetings. It was the first time since my dad died that I felt a similar flash of embarrassment at how easily Rory made me feel like a lesser employee.

But that was my problem to deal with, my cross to bear. Everything she said made sense, so I smiled. “That’s a great idea. Work with HR to write up a job description and post it. Start internally for a couple weeks, and if there are no takers, then go external.”

“Thanks, Garrett,” she said, sounding appreciative. “I’ll let you know if you need to sit in on any interviews.”

Knowing Marjorie was milling around, Rory smiled and stood, but paused before unlocking the door to give me a smile. I was still buttoning my shirt back up when she did. Mainly because, for some reason, it was too hard for me to watch her walk away and see how easily she’d slipped back into business Rory.

“I liked doing lunch in your office.”

I smiled. “We didn’t even eat.”

She ducked her head, but I caught the grin anyway. “I know. But I liked it all the same.”

Awesome, can we do it every day for the rest of our lives? I almost pleaded, but pressed the tip of my tongue against the back of my clenched teeth instead.


Twenty-Five

Aurora




Blink and you’ll miss it was an apt description for the two weeks of my life post-food fight in Garrett’s kitchen. Time moved faster than it ever had for me before. My days at work were a happy, busy blur, my nights after work were even more so. Out of the last fourteen days, I’d spent every night but one with Garrett.

All but one night, wrapped around him in his bed or mine, soaking in the warmth of his smooth skin and solid muscles. It felt like a strange dream sequence if I thought about it too long or too hard. It was almost like my brain couldn’t reconcile the life I was living. Neither could my heart. So when I sat down on my couch, alone for what seemed like the first time all week, thoughts and memories of Garrett seemed almost unreal.

My work week had only been forty-two hours, only half of my nights were spent in my own bed, there was a smile permanently fixed on my face, and I’d been touched more in the last month by his hands and his mouth, his teeth and his tongue than I could scarcely believe. And instead of feeling overwhelmed and over-stimulated, I was happy.

I wasn’t in love with him yet, I had too many unanswered questions about our future to cut the last cord that held my heart back from Garrett. But the muscle behind my ribs that pumped the life force through my body was straining toward him with every single beat. Every glug-glug, glug-glug was pushing me faster and faster toward a place that was with Garrett. That wanted to be with Garrett.

Forever.

In truth, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could fight it, unanswered questions or not. But nevertheless, when I was finally able to sit in silence, alone with only one light on in the kitchen, they were the things looping around my brain.

What happens at the end of twelve months?

He told me once he hated his job, what was the other thing he wanted?

If he leaves CFS, where does that leave us?

And biggest of all, the one I couldn’t turn off when I looked at him, kissed him, slept with him, ate meals with him, if I fall in love with him, what would I do if he wasn’t in love with me?

Of all the questions that I wanted answered, eventually, at least, that was the one that I had the least amount of control over. The first three could really be answered with a simple conversation, even though it hadn’t been simple to bring it up with him.

That one conversation that neither of us had broached. Every once in a while, I caught a look in his eyes when we were in the same room at the office. Usually at times when we worked so well together that it knocked me back, I knew he was feeling it too. It wasn’t even about power, or that his title was one notch higher than mine. That was the strangest part of all, I didn’t begrudge him the added rung on the ladder. Because he respected me, respected my opinion, and not once in the months since he’d taken over had he overstepped his boundaries.

I pressed a hand on the skin above my heart and pushed down, feeling the same raw ache whenever I thought of him, thought of us together. Maybe I should have been terrified that I didn’t want more space from him, that I didn’t want a night of normalcy. The kind of night that I’d done a million times since leaving my parents’ domain. Making dinner for myself, enough to last two to three meals, pouring a glass or two of wine and either reading, or watching a documentary, going to the gym most of those nights, too.

With a soft laugh, I realized that neither Garrett or I had needed to go to the gym since we started dating. Gah. That word. It felt infantile to call it that considering we were both in our mid-thirties. But lovers sounded casual or like there was no intention behind it. Despite the fact that no one at work, including his mom or Anna, knew about our relationship, I could feel Garrett’s intent every time he took me somewhere thoughtful, every time he brought me coffee in bed in the morning.

There was a design, a purpose, to everything we were doing together. Calling him my lover didn’t cover it. So dating would have to do it. My boyfriend, Garrett, I would say, if I were to introduce him to someone. Mia already knew him, of course, and it’s not like I’d ever have cause to bring him to meet the General or my mother.

That gave me pause, and in the space that I stepped back to think about whether that would ever happen, my cell phone rang from the end table next to the couch. My eyebrows almost hit my hairline, I lifted them so fast, because it was my mom’s cell phone showing up on the display.

I cleared my throat, completely weirded out by the fact that she was calling. “Hello?”

“Aurora,” she said in greeting. I was never Rory to her. Not to the General either.

“Hi, Mom.” There was a long enough beat of silence where I wanted to say, umm, you called me, remember? “How are you?”

“Fine, fine. Still in Texas.”

“That’s good.” Even though the General had retired in his early 50s, they liked the area around Laughlin AFB in Del Rio, and had lived there for the last decade. I’d never seen the house they lived in. Not once. “Probably pretty hot for you guys right now.”

“Oh,” her voice softened, just slightly. “A bit, a bit. And up by you?”

I closed my eyes at the awkwardness. We hadn’t spoken in six months, and if I played along, we’d only ever talk about the weather. “Yeah, September is supposed to cool down. So I’m glad that’s right around the corner. No snow up on the mountains right now, that’s for sure.”

“Are you still living in the same place?”

“I am.” I looked around my space, wondered what they’d think about it. I’m sure the General would think my décor was too pretentious, far from the Spartan way we’d grown up. In fact, he’d choke if he knew how much money I had spent on most of the art covering my walls. He’d hate the contemporary feel to it, he’d hate the expensive materials of my furniture, the light fixtures that I’d picked out with wide drums in interesting fabrics. He’d hate the thick rugs in white and ivory that covered the dark hardwood floors of my condo. “I think you’d like it, Mom.”

But she’d probably never see it.

“I’m sure I would.”

Silence stretched between us again, and I blew out a slow breath through my nose, aiming my face up so that it might not be obvious to her. This was my mother. The woman who gave birth to me, who put Band-Aids on my scraped knees, who braided my hair for church on Sundays. And we’d exhausted our typical topics of conversation in about forty-seven seconds. Suddenly, that really pissed me off. It pissed me off that she didn’t ask about work, or how I spent my time. If I was dating anyone. And just as suddenly, I wanted her to know it. I wanted the General to know it. There were these amazing things going on in my life, making me happier than I’d ever been. And it couldn’t be placed on her to figure out what those things were.

Some of this was on me. I closed my eyes for a second, the truth of that ringing through me.

“I was promoted,” I told her, choosing not to go into details about Rich, because Lord knows she wouldn’t care. “I’m COO now, and,” I took a deep breath in her silence, “I’m really good at my job. I love it.”

“Congratulations, Aurora,” she said quietly. “At the same company?”

“Yeah. Calder Financial Services. We’re growing. It’s a really exciting time to be working there, to see the changes we’re making. And I know that you and Dad think it’s a selfish, gluttonous industry to work in, but I am proud of what we do. We help people, Mom. We help them be smart with their money, to make sure it will be there for them when they retire or if something awful happens in their life.” My words were rushing together and my heart was pounding in my chest, but I felt lighter. “I’m proud of myself. That’s why I left, because I knew you’d never be proud of my ambitions, of the fact that I might want to live my life differently than yours. I knew you’d always try to make me into something I didn’t want to be, even if I was miserable.”

“I know why you left, Aurora,” she said, still quietly, but with a slight edge. “And it’s not that I’m not proud of what you’ve accomplished, I am.” I let that settle in, let the shock of hearing her say she was proud of what I’d done. Not we, of course. She didn’t say that we were proud. But it still smoothed some of the hackles that I always had up when I spoke to her. “But we don’t fit in your life just as much you don’t fit in ours. And it doesn’t make sense to pretend that we do.”

“I don’t want you to pretend anything, Mom,” I said after I finally found my voice somewhere down in my stomach. I tried to imagine having this conversation someday with a daughter of mine. Someone that I raised. And I couldn’t. Couldn’t imagine the separation that yawned between me and my parents if it were a child of mine. It made me wonder, not for the first time, what my mom’s relationship was with her mother. “Have you had a happy life, Mom?”

In the silence that followed, I heard her take in a deep breath. I was nervous for her answer. It felt vital to me, in that little blip of time, that she give me an honest answer. I wasn’t even sure how I’d know if she was being honest, given that I knew her so little. “People define happiness differently, Aurora. What makes me happy, what I find satisfactory will be quite different from what makes you happy.”

“I’m not asking what makes you happy,” I clarified. “I want to know if you’ve been, or are, happy.”

“My life,” she said slowly, and I knew I wouldn’t like the answer, “has been perfectly fine.”

“I can’t imagine living that way.” But that wasn’t completely true either, because outside of my job, my life had been perfectly fine until I took a chance with Garrett. My time outside of the office was quiet and simple, but it wasn’t bliss by any means. So I took a deep breath. “I’m in a relationship, too. His name is Garrett, and he’s … he’s a good man.”

“He treats you well?”

I swallowed past a lump in my throat at her careful question. “He does.”

“Well,” she cleared her throat after a few seconds of silence. “Then I’m happy for you.”

The confession portion of the evening was over and I heaved a sigh after we hung up and I thought about the way she described her life. Perfectly fine.

But I knew, so deep inside of my soul, that I’d never be satisfied with that type of life. Maybe even three months ago, I wouldn’t have answered that way. Because I hadn’t seen what was supposed to fill in the gaps of work, which could only provide so much to one person. But I’d seen it now. Maybe Garrett wasn’t the person that I was supposed to be with for the rest of my life, but he was the person who’d opened my eyes.

I didn’t want to have a life that was perfectly fine, constantly trying to prove my parents’ wrong. I wanted to be happy. Not setting my phone down after my mom hung up with no promises of when we’d speak next, I pulled up Garrett’s contact info and waited for him to pick up when the ringtone filled the speaker next to my ear.

“Hey, Blondie,” he answered, his deep voice swept through me, wringing a relieved smile out of my face that felt like it’d been frozen in a frown since first seeing my mom’s number on my phone. “Miss me already?”

“What are you up to?”

In the background, I could hear voices. “Guys came over to play some cards, maybe have a couple beers.”

“Oh,” I said, knowing I shouldn’t have felt the dull thud of disappointment at his answer. “Well, have fun. Just thought I’d say hi.”

“No way, you’re coming over.” I could hear the smile in his voice, and it warmed me in the places that always felt cold after an interaction with my mom.

“The guys won’t mind?”

It was a token question. I was already off the couch and slipping on my sandals.

“Don’t really care. It’s my house, and I want your fine ass sitting on my lap while you help me run the table.”

I heard groans and jeering in the background, and I laughed as I locked the door to my condo behind me. “Perfect.”

“Drive safe. See you soon, Blondie.”


Twenty-Six

Garrett




“Ooooooh, your girlfriend is here,” Michael said from the kitchen sink, where he was rinsing out his pint glass.

I flipped him off, but couldn’t stop the satisfied smile from covering my face. Seeing Rory’s name pop up on my cell was a surprise —a pleasant one, of course — but still a surprise. We’d spent so much time together in the last few weeks, days and nights blurring together in a fricken fantastic way. I’d figured she wanted some space, given how much of it she used to spend by herself.

The front door opened at the same time that she gave it a quiet knock and Michael walked over to pull it the rest of the way for her. She smiled at him, and it punched me in the damn gut.

Why was she so beautiful?

If I wasn’t half in love with her, it probably would’ve pissed me off. But since I was the one making her see stars every night, there was no problem with it anymore.

She was still wearing the black shirt from earlier at the office, but she’d traded her red skirt for soft looking jeans and plain black sandals. There was something about seeing her softened up after the hard work I knew she did every day. It felt intimate, this secret side of her that she showed to so few people.

“Hey,” she said warmly, sliding a hand across my shoulders and leaning down to kiss me in greeting.

The guys whistled and yelled, someone drummed their hands on the table when I cupped the back of her neck to slip her some tongue. Her face was pink when she pulled back, which made me laugh.

“They’re just jealous,” I whispered in her ear while she sat sideways on my lap, my arms wrapping around her waist and resting easily on her thighs.

“Dylan has a girlfriend and Michael gets as much ass as Justin Bieber.”

I leaned back. “How do you know how much ass Biebs gets?”

She lifted her eyebrows like it was obvious. “Just making an educated guess. I don’t think they’re jealous.”

“Of course they are. Look at you.”

Oh yeah, that gained me some points judging by the embarrassed smile and shake of her head. Her eyes though, they were sparkling at me. Sparkling, people.

“Thanks for letting me crash,” she said to the guys after Michael sat down and looked at his cards.

“Of course,” Dylan answered. “Kat normally comes, but she went out with some ladies from the clinic.”

“Is Anna coming too?”

I flipped my eyes to Tristan, because now that Rory had pointed out the way he looked at my sister at the barbecue, I couldn’t ignore her point. He stilled and cocked his head toward us, tucking a long piece of hair behind his ear, an uncharacteristically nervous gesture from a dude that was solid as a rock all the time.

“No,” I answered, looking back at her with a smile. It was a smile that I was still getting used to unleashing on her. It was my I know how much of a covers hog you are smile. My I know what kind of underwear you prefer smile. My I know you have a freckle on your left breast smile.

And she loved it. So much that she gave me one right back. Her I know how much you like to feel up my ass when you sleep smile. Because I totally did. Any sane man with access to her insane body every night would do the exact same thing. You could take that shit to the bank.

Cole cleared his throat and I glared at him over Rory’s shoulder. “Patience is a virtue, Mallinson, and a virtue won’t hurt you.”

Rory shifted on my lap to be able to see Cole better. “Mallinson, that’s your last name?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Why?”

“Just kind of a unique name. I mean, no offense or anything.”

Thankfully Cole smiled. “It’s fine. And you’re right, it is. I don’t think I’ve ever met someone saddled with this thing, besides my family.”

“I have,” Rory said, glancing at me. “One of my final three candidates for the director of marketing position. Her last name is Mallinson.” Then she made a thoughtful noise in her throat. “Though I guess I’ve never technically met Julia. Only spoken to her on the ph— “

“What did you just say?” Cole interrupted her on a shocked whisper. Across the table, I met Dylan’s eyes, then Michael’s, then Tristan’s. And if I had a mirror, I bet my face looked exactly like their shocked ones. Julia. Oh, holy shit. “Did you just say Julia Mallinson?”

Rory was understandably confused, because Cole was now staring at her like he had the gift of precognition. That whatever was about to come out of her mouth, he already knew the answer.

“I did,” she said slowly. “I spoke to her on the phone a couple days ago.”

“Where?” he yelled excitedly, leaning forward in his seat like he wasn’t sure if he was going to stay in it or jump to his feet. “Do you know where she lives?”

“Did I do something wrong?” Rory asked under her breath, aiming it at me but keeping a careful eye on the unstable, tall man sitting next to her.

“No,” I answered her and then lifted a hand to Cole. “Hey, man, chill out a bit. Rory has no clue who you’re talking about.”

“But you do,” he accused me, then gave Rory an apologetic look. “Sorry, I know I sound insane right now. But Garret, come on, you’re considering my wife for a job and didn’t think it was important to tell me?”

“Your wife?” Rory asked.

“I had no idea, Cole,” I said at the exact same time. “I have nothing to do with vetting the final candidates. If I step in, at any point, it’ll be right at the end when it’s down to two.” I rubbed a hand on Rory’s back, feeling the tension in every inch of her frame where she was still perched on my legs. “He’s fine, don’t worry. Just has mild emotional instability when it comes to her.”

Cole laughed, his eyes looking a little manic. “You think? I haven’t had a clue where she’s been living for the last six years, and tonight I find out that she’s trying to get a job thirty minutes away from me working for one of my best friends? Yeah, I feel a little unstable.”

“But I didn’t do anything wrong?” Rory asked again, relaxing slightly when I moved my hands underneath the thin material of her shirt so I could feel her skin.

“No,” I said firmly.

“Wrong?” Cole asked, then smiled widely at her. “Rory, I think I might be in love with you.”

“Hey,” I barked in a warning tone. Then he stood, gripping Rory’s shoulders and planting a smacking kiss on her lips. She let out a surprised squeak, wiping at her mouth and laughing when I shoved at Cole’s hulking frame hard enough that he released her. “Hands off, dude.”

“It’s fine, Garrett,” Rory said, standing off my lap. “I can defend myself from unwarranted physical attentions.”

I knew that. I really did. But there was something bubbling under the surface of my skin, now that I felt a claim over her. I loved that Rory was the kind of woman who could eviscerate a man with one look, one sharply spoken line, but I wanted to be able to defend her too. Wanted to be able to stand in between her and whatever it was that was aimed at her.

“First,” Rory started, squaring off with Cole even though he was a solid six inches taller than her. That didn’t matter to my woman though, she tilted that stubborn-ass chin up like she was talking to a little kid. “I won’t hire her simply because she has a history with you. If she’s the best person for the job, then she’ll get it.”

Cole looked at me like, can’t you do anything? I held up my hands and then jerked my chin at Rory. “But— “

“No buts,” Rory said firmly. “That’s not how I’ll make hiring decisions, especially if I know she’s got baggage with a personal connection for both me and Garrett. I won’t hold that against her, I promise. But, if she’s the best fit for the job and we make her an offer, I will fully disclose the relationship between you and Garrett. I absolutely refuse to blindside a new employee like that.”

The ruthless, corporate Rory was so hot. So hot. I shifted in my seat, because it was a very inopportune time to feel that turned on by her.

Cole struggled for calm, I could see it. The other guys watched with quiet interest from the table, occasionally taking sips of their beers. Cards were tossed onto the table, because it was pretty clear that the game portion of the evening was over and we’d fully moved onto entertainment, featuring Cole Mallinson and his tortured soul.

“Second,” she said, in a softer voice, “I think she said she was living in California, but moving back here because of some family stuff.”

“Thank you.” Cole smiled at Rory, then his shoulders slumped, seemingly unable to bear the weight of what he’d just learned. “Sorry, guys. I think I’m going to head home, I feel like I just got socked in the nuts.”

“Want some company?” Tristan asked.

“Thanks for the offer though, but no thanks.” He gave Rory a small smile. “Sorry for losing my mind. I swear I’m normally saner than this.”

He said his goodbyes and when he closed my front door behind him, Michael made an explosion noise. “Well that was intense.”

Tristan took a long sip of his beer. “Kinda feel bad for the guy, though.”

Dylan nodded. “I do, for sure. It probably almost makes it worse now. When he didn’t know where she was, what she was doing, he at least had a chance of moving on. Not now though.”

“Sorry for bringing it up, guys,” Rory said, still standing next to my chair.

Dylan waved her off. “Nothing to apologize for. He’ll be fine. And it looks like you’ve got your head on straight, which is more than we can say for him sometimes.”

“She won’t make the wrong decision,” I said firmly, grabbing her hand and intertwining our fingers together. Rory gave me a smile, and the flush in her cheeks from squaring off with Cole made heat climb up my neck. “Okay. You guys need to leave.”

Michael groaned and Dylan rolled his eyes good-naturedly. Tristan just went about picking up his stuff. The legs of my chair made an indelicate scraping noise when I shoved back from the table. Rory grinned, standing between my legs when I spread my knees. I smoothed my hands up the sides of her thighs, cupping her backside while the guys filed out the door.

Right before the door clicked shut, Michael poked his head back in and made obscene kissing noises. Neither of us paid him a single bit of attention though.

“I didn’t come here for this,” Rory said as she straddled me, looping her arms around my neck.

“And it’s not why I invited you.” It was true. I held her eyes, so she could see it, judge it for herself. So she could see that this was so much more for me. I wanted Rory to feel so deeply that seeing her in her element was as sexy to me as any personal show she could give me. That those sides of her, the ones that most men might feel emasculated by, simply made me want to stand up and scream to the world that she was mine. On my lap, she made a tiny rocking motion that made me suck in a breath. “But … while you’re here,” I trailed off, moving my hands from her back to push her hair over her shoulders.

“While I’m here,” she agreed.

Our mouths fit together in a slow, hot kiss. Her hands gripped the sides of my face, the sharp points of her nails scratching against my scalp when I sucked her tongue gently into my mouth. After bracing my hands under her bottom, I stood easily. Rory wrapped her legs around my waist while I walked us into my bedroom.

The light from the hallway poured into the open doorway and spilled across my bed. When I stopped at the foot of it, I kept Rory in my arms and kissed her chin, the edge of her jaw, along her top and bottom lip.

“You like it when I get bossy,” she accused, unwrapping her legs one at a time until she was standing in front of me. Her hands smoothed up my chest and down my stomach, pushing my shirt up when they traveled north again. With one hand, I gripped the back of my shirt and yanked it off.

“That obvious?” I plucked at her shirt and she got the hint, using both hands to pull it over her head. Her simple black bra looked stark against her golden skin and I traced the edge of the cups with my fingertips.

“A little.” She smirked as she shoved her jeans down her impossibly long legs. I did the same, holding her eyes while I kicked them off. Rory raised an eyebrow. Now what? I could read the challenge in her eyes so clearly, like she’d just lifted on her tiptoes and whispered it against my ear instead of moving one small facial muscle. I took my pointer finger and followed the line of her breastbone, so hard underneath the silk of her skin. Then I pushed.

She fell back, hair spread in a wave against the dark cover on my bed. When I covered her with my body, we rolled our hips against each other seamlessly. This was a dance we knew well now, but the breaths we traded between pressed-together lips felt deeper and harsher in the dimly lit room. Or maybe just mine were harsher because I felt like it was getting harder and harder to keep my feelings from spilling over.

Everything about her called to me. On a primal level that I’d never realized existed inside of me before I touched my lips to hers. There was something molecular under my skin and muscle and bone, something embedded in my blood that wanted her. Would always want her.

I knew that now. I’d always want her. I’d always need her. Need her pushing me, fighting me, laughing with me, supporting me, lighting the fire under me to make a choice and make the right one.

Instead of pulling back to follow the thoughts pulsing through my brain, I kissed her harder, anchoring our hands together above her head with one of mine.

A choice. Maybe it was as simple as that. Before, I hadn’t made a choice about what I wanted. Where I was now— at CFS, with her— it was my choice. And the uncomfortable skin from months ago felt perfect. Like it had been custom made and measured just for me. All because I’d made the choice to do it and fit better just shifting one spot over, with Rory right by my side for all of it.

I tightened my grip on her hands and slanted my mouth over hers. Our tongues tangled, nothing sweet or practiced about it.

“Garrett,” she moaned when I lined up and slid inside of her.

I couldn’t speak though. If one single word left my lips, it would start an unending litany of how easily she’d toppled me. How deeply I’d fallen for her. All the things about her that were perfect to me.

Instead, my hands clutched at her skin harder, my lips kissed her more deeply, my body moved against hers, into hers, with less finesse and more pounding emotion.

And she did the same with me. Her clawing hands and gasped breaths against my shoulder, her arched back said things to me. Every movement was so full of meaning that we burst together at the exact same moment. One perfect, suspended moment where I flew with her.

When we settled around each, after catching our breath and the sweat started cooling on our bodies, I used one arm to tuck her into my body and knew without a single, lingering doubt that I’d never, ever get over Aurora Anderson.


Twenty-Seven

Aurora




Usually Garrett woke before me, but not that morning. When I stretched my arms over my head and turned to bury my face into the pillow that smelled like him, I encountered warm skin and solid muscle.

In his sleep, one of his arms had flipped up over his head and was propped up on the massive headboard framing his bed. Garrett’s face was turned toward me, his features smooth and peaceful, his breathing deep and even.

It was strange how well I knew his body now. The way his biceps curved out, held me with such ease. The way his chest expanded, the way the wide slabs of muscle over his heart and bones looked in the dark of his room. How his hands held more callouses then most men in white-collar jobs, the way they felt on my skin. The way his smile started in his eyes before it ever touched his lips.

I used the tip of my finger and felt the line that dissected his abs, just lightly enough that I could feel the heat of his skin, but not enough to wake him. He shifted at my touch, his breathing stuttering while he settled again, more onto his side than he was before. He’d faced me more fully and I smiled at how he calmed again when I ran my hand into his hair.

He was so affectionate, something that was completely foreign to me. Obviously my parents hadn’t been the touchy feely type. And the fact that all my dating experiences were the equivalent of dipping my toe into the ocean, for as deep as they were, hadn’t ever gotten me to this point.

The wake up together part, where it’s easy and comfortable and felt normal. It wasn’t normal in that I felt complacent, and I didn’t think he did either, but there was an ease to it that I didn’t feel unsure about how to conduct myself.

I felt Garrett’s eyes on me while I traced my fingers over his trim waist, relishing the feel of his muscles when they jumped under my light touch. I was about to hit the V that disappeared into his boxers when he grabbed my wrist.

“Good morning,” he said, and then nuzzled his face into my neck. “Exploring, were you?”

We kissed briefly and I smiled when he tried to deepen it.

“I never wake before you, thought I’d enjoy myself.”

He nodded, glancing over me. The white sheets were tucked under my arms and covering my chest. “Can’t say I’ve never done that before.”

“Oh yeah? And what did you explore, creeper?” I smiled so he knew I was kidding.

Over the sheet, he laid his hand on my ribs, exactly where my tattoo was. “You woke up when I got to the good parts, but this spot held my interest for a while the other morning.”

“It’s not like you’ve never seen it before.”

“I know,” he agreed, sliding the sheet over so that he exposed the script, but keeping me covered everywhere else. “That shocked the hell out of me at the gym, that first night I saw you there. Aurora Anderson with a tattoo. I could barely believe it.”

I felt a blush on face at the way he said my name. “What did you think when you knew it was me?”

“That God was punishing me by sending me to the same place you were at.”

I burst out laughing at his honesty, not offended in the slightest considering how tense things were for us that week. “Well if it makes you feel better, I almost fell off the treadmill when I saw it was you next to me.”

“That does, actually.”

I shoved his shoulder and he snatched my hand to pull me in for a kiss, rolling me over him in the same motion. My hair fell around us while we traded soft, languid kisses. It insulated us from the light outside, kept the noises muffled and our scents so closely intertwined that I couldn’t tell what was me and what was Garrett.

“Wait,” he said, pulling back and cupping the side of my face. “Don’t distract me with your lips, devil woman. I was holding a meaningful conversation with you.”

“You kissed me,” I pointed out with a raised eyebrow.

He waved that away. “Whatever. Don’t twist this up so I forget what I was saying.”

With a hum, I rolled onto my knees so I could straddle him. The sheet slid off of my body, and he gave me a narrowed-eyed glare. “Do you remember what you were saying, Garrett?”

He swallowed and pushed his hands up my thighs. “Yup. Every word.”

“Yeah?” I lifted my hands to twist my hair over one shoulder. “What was it?”

“Your tattoo,” he answered easily, rubbing at the words with his thumb when he bracketed my waist with one large hand. “When did you get it?”

“When I was eighteen. On my birthday, actually.” He was holding my eyes while I spoke, his hands firm on my skin, but not moving.

“Why that?”

“We’re really having this conversation right now?”

“Yes,” he said resolutely. “I’ve spent eighteen nights in the same bed as you, know exactly what you taste like first thing in the morning and that you’re weird and condition your hair before you shampoo it. I know that you, quite impossibly, never get sick of oatmeal. But I still haven’t heard much about your life before I met you.”

It never failed to snatch my breath when Garrett did things to truly surprise me. Maybe because every aspect of my life before him was so predictable, by my own choosing. That when he flashed me some part of his personality that was so much more thoughtful or sweet than I’d expected from him, it shook something loose in me. No wonder I felt so upside down in the last few weeks. It was because of him, shaking things loose every single minute that we spent together. I vaguely wondered what would happen if I split my skin open, if I’d look different on the inside.

“It was predictable,” I said slowly, making sure he was serious about talking about it. With me naked and sitting on top of him. Apparently he was, because he smiled when I answered. Was this us now? Would this be a normal Saturday morning for me and Garrett? Whispered conversations while the sun was still rising, tangled together away from the constraints of the office. My heart sped up, and my tongue desperately wanted to steer the conversation away from the General, but I took a deep breath and kept talking. “My father is in the Air Force, which I already told you. We moved a lot, which became predictable in its own right. My parents were,” I paused, searching for the right word while I felt him smooth an encouraging hand up and down my thigh, “imperturbable.”

“Do I need to get up and go get my dictionary?”

I laughed under my breath, placing my hand on his and squeezing. “Nothing ever fazed them. Nothing. My dad could be gone for months at a time, and I never saw it bother my mom. I remember in high school thinking that the term ‘stiff upper lip’ was probably coined in the Anderson house. Even if they were upset with me, which didn’t happen much when I was younger because I was too afraid to step out of line, they did it quietly. A look was all I needed from them to know I’d done something wrong.”

“Would it work if I tried that?”

“No,” I said with a smile. Garrett nudged me up so he could shift to a sitting position with his back up against the headboard. I went to sit next to him, but he repositioned me onto his lap again so we were facing each other. Absently, I smoothed my hands up his forearms, since he’d wrapped his arms loosely around my lower back. The soft, crinkly hairs on his skin tickled my palms, and the heat of him seeped into me while I thought of a simple way to explain my childhood. “On one hand, the reason I’m so independent is because of them, they taught me to work hard and respect my elders, to appreciate the people who sacrifice to ensure our way of life. I know, without a doubt, that I get my backbone from both of them, and it’s served me well.”

“I’d say so.” He tilted his head to regard me. “They must be proud of how much you’ve achieved.”

There was a slight pinching in my heart at the way he said it, like it was a given. “I left right after I turned eighteen. And I haven’t seen them since. I talk to my mom a few times a year, but I haven’t exchanged one word with my father since the day I left.”

“What? Why not?”

“They didn’t agree with the kind of life I wanted. They think what I do feeds into a society of greed. That all we do is make the rich richer. I’m not contributing.” I made air quotes around the last word, giving Garrett a rueful smile.

“That’s bullshit,” he said vehemently, holding me tighter, like it would chase away the things that formed me. “You’re so smart, Rory. So damn smart that it scares the hell out of me sometimes. You’re driven, and passionate, and you’re amazing with our clients. They trust you, and so does everyone who works with us. You’ve achieved so much for how young you are. Don’t they care about any of that?”

An iron ball wedged into my throat, and I worked to swallow around it as he spoke so passionately. About me. My eyes pricked while I stared at him, but I didn’t dare blink. Just in case this was a sleep-induced mirage. Just in case the man in front of me, filling up every affection-starved part of my heart, wasn’t real, I didn’t want to miss a second. I didn’t want to risk not experiencing it, because I couldn’t deny for a single other second that I was falling in love with Garrett Calder. I held my eyes open as long as I could, keeping him firmly centered in my vision until my eyes burned. So I blinked, holding my eyes closed for a long second before opening them. He was still there, and still waiting to hear about everything I’d rather not talk about. “I don’t really know. I mean, I actually talked to my mom last night for the first time in months. When I told her about what I’m doing now, she made it seem like maybe they were proud of me. They just don’t see that it’s necessary to tell me that. Maybe because I’ve made it apparent that their opinion doesn’t mean much in my life.”

“Now there’s some more bullshit.”

“Why do you say that? I left. How much more obvious can I be?”

With a bent brow, Garrett thought about that. His hands on my back moved up and down, like he couldn’t keep them still. “So you got that tattoo to prove that you didn’t need them in order to succeed, right? A visible reminder, every single day.”

“Right,” I agreed, trying to figure out where he was going with it.

“Rory,” he said gently, “I know better than anyone what it’s like to feel like a disappointment to your parents. We can posture all we want, yell to the rooftops that their approval doesn’t make a lick of difference in our lives. But it does. You putting these words on your body, even if they’ll never see them, is a constant reminder that you’ll do anything in your power to prove them wrong. If your parents showed up to the office on Monday and said, we’re proud of you, Rory, you’d feel the weight of those eighteen years vanish. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t.”

“You weren’t a disappointment to your dad.” It was cowardly, but I chose to focus on the first part of what he’d said instead of dissect the rest of it. He was right, of course. Their opinion mattered greatly, and that’s why I left. Because I couldn’t have stood to be face to face with it for the rest of my life.

He smiled, but it was sad. “Yeah, I was. Not serious enough for him, not driven enough for him, and I didn’t love my job the way he wanted me to.”

“But you’re doing right by him now,” I reminded him gently. I couldn’t imagine what it must feel like for him, to not have been able to ever hear that from his dad. But no matter what Garrett thought, I believed that Rich had been proud of him, had loved him without reservation.

“I suppose.”

“You are. You could’ve walked away from that money and done something.” I brushed my fingers over the side of his face, felt the prick of his facial hair against my skin when I did. “You told me once you hated working there. But every day, you’re working hard to make sure your dad’s company, his legacy, is successful. That the people he employed are happy and productive. That’s no small thing, and he’d be proud of you, Garrett.”

Garrett leaned his face into my hand, closing his eyes at my touch. “Do you remember me telling you that I felt like I was living in someone else’s skin?”

“I do. You freaked the hell out of me by being so unguarded with me. Thought maybe you’d been taken over by pod people.”

He smiled, taking my hand and pressing it to his mouth. “I realized something yesterday. I think so much of that stemmed from me feeling like I didn’t have a choice, you know?”

“What do you mean?”

He let out a long breath. “I never felt like I had a choice in what I did. It was only right before he died that I felt like I could admit to him how unhappy I was. But, the thing is that I didn’t even have something else in my head. Four months ago, if you’d asked me what else I wanted to do, I wouldn’t have had an answer. Isn’t that stupid?”

“No,” I answered honestly. “Not at all.”

“But I made a choice to take over. I could’ve walked away, taken that very generous check and found something else, something that I might have loved. But choosing to stay at CFS, choosing to do a good job after this very hot blonde marched into my office and told me I was being selfish, I think it changed how I looked at things. Changed how I looked at CFS.”

“So you don’t feel like you’re in someone else’s skin anymore?”

“I don’t.” He shrugged. He had both of my hands in his, playing with the edges of my fingertips. “Maybe that sounds simple, but I just don’t. I like where I am, in all parts of my life.”

Simple didn’t mean that it wasn’t powerful, because when he said that and punctuated his sentence by pulling me in for a deep, meaningful kiss, I sighed from the overwhelming feeling of being content. My heart was content, and for the most part, my brain was too. But there was still a niggling question of but what next? What would happen when Garrett made his decision, and where would I be when all the cards finished falling to the floor? If we broke up, no matter whose decision it might be, what would happen at work every day with the two of us as the ones running the company?

He pulled back, breathing hard from the kiss, and gripped the sides of my face. The look in his eyes was fervent, almost in contradiction to the slow, smooth way we’d been moving together.

“Do you know how much of that is because of you?”

I shook my head as much as I could in his tight hold. My heart raced at his tone, which was rushed and intense. “How much?”

“All of it,” he said quietly, tracing my features with his eyes.

“You don’t mean that.”

“I do.” He kissed me again, just a simple press of his lips like he couldn’t not kiss me. When he pulled back, he licked his lips and locked eyes with me again. “Without you, I would’ve given up by now. Nobody but you could’ve gotten through to me.”

“Marjorie or your mom—” I started, but he pressed his thumb against my mouth.

“Nobody but you.”

He dropped his thumb and I took in a shaky breath. “Why?”

Before he spoke, he smoothed the hair back from my forehead and then traced a line down my forehead, down the slope of my nose and over my lips, watching his finger the entire way. “Because I am falling in love you, Aurora. And I know that’s probably crazy to say so soon, not knowing what will happen seven months from now, but that doesn’t mean it’s not true. You are the best part of every single day.”

My entire body froze against him, his words making my brain go blank and my heart shudder through a thick beat. “Garrett,” I said on an exhale. But something made me not go any further. He put himself on the line, bared himself to the firing squad with absolutely no clue how I felt. “How did I not see you coming?”

If he was disappointed by me not saying it back, he didn’t show it, because his smile was wide and genuine. “I’m sneaky like that.”

“Yes,” I said with a smile, wrapping my arms around his neck and pressing us so close together that I could feel his heartbeat against my breasts. “Yes, you are.”

He kissed me, showing me everything that he’d just said with every push of his tongue and reverent touch of his hands on my body. I so desperately wanted to be the kind of woman who could say it right back, not feel any fear about the future and whether his decisions could put our relationship on shaky ground. But I wasn’t. The guilt of that made my kisses harder, my hands rougher, and after I pushed Garrett so that he was laying on his back again, we didn’t leave the bed for a few more hours.


Twenty-Eight

Garrett




You know how there are some days that you wake up and just know it’s going to be one giant shit-show? Yeah. That was what happened to me when my alarm didn’t go off. The second my feet hit the floor of my room and I was running an hour later than I should have been, I just knew it was going to be a horrible day.

Rory and I had spent the last two nights apart, after her showing up at my house for guys’ night. So waking up Monday morning in an empty bed that still smelled like her, knowing I’d have to be respectful and not maul her in public had set me on edge instantly.

Like letting the words pour out of me had altered my ability to keep my hands off of her. I wasn’t disappointed that she hadn’t said it back, because I’d expected that. She was so self-possessed, so capable of controlling herself that I figured it would take her longer than me to put words to her feelings. Especially knowing what I did now of her upbringing. It explained so much about her, her unwavering drive and work ethic, her skill at being level-headed (read detached) when necessary. The thought of Rory, so warm and passionate, not having parents who could see or celebrate all sides of her absolutely slayed me.

So when she’d said she needed to get caught up on other things on Sunday, I didn’t really question her need for some breathing room. Except when I woke on Monday morning, I felt off. Of course, it could have partially been the lateness in starting the morning, but my entire drive to work built tension in my spine. Traffic was shit heading into downtown, an accident slowing my arrival even further so that by the time I blew into the conference room for the senior management meeting, I was more than twenty minutes late.

Rory gave me a raised eyebrow when I plowed through the room to take my seat, I knew she was mildly annoyed that I’d missed almost half of it. The meeting went quickly once I was ready to go and had made my apologies to the team, but the rest of the day continued that way.

Marjorie sprung two last-minute meetings onto my calendar, when I barely had to time to breathe as it was. When I called her on it after the first meeting reminder, she told me to suck it up until she retired and then she could hire an assistant that cared about me being able to take an hour for lunch.

An hour after that, my credit card company called to tell me that someone had used it to make purchases at an electronics store in Manhattan, so clearly not me. My headache was already building by that point, so when my sister strode into my office unannounced, I was well past annoyed.

“Busy?” she asked, helping herself to the chair across from me.

“Yes, I am.” I worked, very, very hard to keep the edge from my voice since I hadn’t seen her more than once in the weeks that I’d been dating Rory. “What’s up?”

She must have picked up on it anyway, because she lifted her chin and gave me the stubborn look that I was so familiar with from our childhood. “Like why couldn’t I use the phone?”

“You said it,” I mumbled, taking a sip of water from the glass on my desk.

“So you’ve been sitting behind that desk for, what? Almost four months now?”

I rubbed at my temples. “Anna, I do not have time for this today.”

Her dark eyes narrowed at the weary sound of my voice, but I didn’t really give a shit. “I want to ask my big brother a couple questions before I make a massive, life-changing decision. Can you make time for that?”

Okay. That had my attention. I dropped my hands and gave her another look. Anna looked tired, with slight dark circles under her eyes. Her hair was in a sloppy ponytail, which was unlike her. “Yeah, I can make time for that.”

“Thank you.” She shifted in the chair, worrying her fingers in her lap. “So, four months, right?”

I lifted my eyebrows while I counted back. “Yeah, just about.”

“Do you regret doing what Dad asked?”

“No,” I said easily. It was quite possibly the easiest question she could have asked me on such a shitty day. “You thinking about doing the same thing?”

Her eyes closed for few moments and her skin seemed to lose color before my very eyes. “I don’t know.”

“Anna,” I said, leaning forward to brace my arms on the desk in front of me. I didn’t continue until she opened her eyes at me again. “Did he do something to you? Because the way my day has gone, I’d happily inflict bodily harm on him if need be.”

Actually, the more I thought about it, the better it sounded. Yeah, beating the shit out of Anna’s absentee husband might be the perfect thing for my day. But she gave me a shake of her head, deflating my bloody visions. Damn it.

“No, he hasn’t. But it’s getting harder and harder for me to remember why I’m digging in my heels so much about this.” She let out a long breath and then laughed humorlessly. “I’m married to someone who doesn’t even see me when I’m in the room. Sometimes I’ll just sit and stare at him to see how long it takes him to realize it. Last week it took him an hour. An hour, Garrett. I wasn’t talking, just sitting in the chair across from him and staring at him.”

“Yup. I think he needs a visit from your big brother.” Honestly, I think my vision was tinged in red after hearing her say that.

“No, he doesn’t.”

“If he’s pulling shit like that?” I stood from behind my desk, blood pumping furiously through my veins at the thought of my sister feeling ignored in her own home. By her husband. “Yeah, he really does.”

“Stop,” she said firmly. “And sit your ass back down so I can talk to you.”

It took me a solid minute to do as she said, but she held my eyes the entire time. When I took my seat, gave me a grateful smile. I rolled my eyes, because she wasn’t a big brother, she had no idea. “So what does me working at CFS have to do with it?”

“How long did you feel manipulated? Because honestly, Gare, even though I’ve stayed, I still feel like someone else is pulling the strings. Like it doesn’t matter if I stay or not, because how do I know I’m not doing it just to be stubborn?”

I rubbed at the back of my neck. “I think I was too busy moping at the beginning to feel manipulated for long. Dad went easy on me, I still got some money. He wasn’t leaving me completely high and dry.”

“Yeah,” she drawled. “What the hell is up with that?”

“He really hated your husband.”

Anna groaned, but then started laughing. “He really did.” After a second, I saw her eyes shine. “I miss him, even though stuff like this really makes me wish I could slap him.”

The dull thud of grief hit my stomach when I saw her wipe under her eyes. “I do too.”

“I’ll figure out what to do. Eventually. At least he didn’t give me a time limit on mine.” She sniffed and blinked at me when her tears were gone. “Do you know what you’re going to do yet?”

“I’ve got months to figure that out,” I said, feeling a little testier than I should.

“So you haven’t thought about it once?”

“No,” I lied. I’d thought about it. Just had no freaking idea what I should do. Because the truth was, I knew Aurora would do amazingly in my job. I also knew that I enjoyed it way more than I’d expected. And I also knew that the further he and I got, the longer we were together, it would make the work dynamic between us that much more important. Could we be together, long term, and still run the company together? It was a question that I’d just never be able to answer until we actually tried it. Our current situation still held a flavor of impermanence. At any given moment, it could sway in either direction.

“That’s stupid.”

“Says the woman staying with a jackass husband for no good reason.”

“Hey,” she snapped, standing from the chair and pinning me with a glare. “I came here to get your advice.”

“Perfect.” I held my arms open. “Don’t stay. That’s my advice.”

For a second, I thought about asking her if she noticed how Tristan looked at her. Women usually sensed that stuff before men. But if she hadn’t noticed, then it would complicate her situation even more if I brought it up. So I bit down on my tongue.

“Thanks a lot.” She snatched up her purse and turned to leave.

“You’re welcome,” I called out as the door slammed behind her. I shoved a hand in my hair and took a few deep breaths, trying to remember what I’d been working on before she came in. While I was doing that, my cell phone vibrated on the desk next to a stack of reports.

“What?” I barked into the speaker.

“Did you hire Julia yet?” Cole barked right back at me.

Awesome. Just what I needed. “I don’t know, Cole.”

“Then ask.”

“I think they’re still doing preliminary interviews.”

“I’m crawling out of my skin here, Garrett,” he groaned.

“And that’s not my problem.” See, that right there was how not to go about speaking to your friend who was on the edge of an ex-wife-inspired meltdown.

“So you’re one of those CEOs who has no say in anything?”

“Don’t be a dick, Cole.” But his words made me roll my neck back and forth on my shoulders. I should’ve just hung up, because it was not the day for me to be having that conversation. Every minute, from the very first that my eyes were open, was rife with irritation. “Of course, I’m not.”

“Seems like it.”

“You wanna poke the bear, then keep going.”

“Just tell me where she’s living. Or her contact info. It would have to be on her resume.”

“So you can stalk her? No way.” I blew out a breath when he cursed in my ear. “I don’t know whether she’s getting an offer or not.”

“So make her get an offer. That is within your power.”

“Of course it is,” I ground out. “Seriously, we need to have this conversation some other time, because I’m not in the mood, Cole.”

“No, it’s fine, I’ve got it. Your girlfriend just won’t hire her because I made a big deal out of it. But it’s good to know who wears the pants between the two of you. I’m sure she’ll make a great CEO once you’re gone.”

“Hey,” I shouted into the phone. “I get it, you’re pissed and taking it out on me, but I’m the boss. I’m the CEO, and yes, I have the power to make whatever the hell decision I want. Not Rory. And if I say Julia gets the job, then she’ll get it. If I say no, because you’re being a giant dick, then she won’t.”

If I hadn’t been so pissed off, I would’ve heard my office door open.

Unfortunately for me, I didn’t. Not until she was already standing there, glaring at me.


Twenty-Nine

Aurora




I’d had one brief moment where I considered stepping back out of his doorway, pretend like I hadn’t just heard him say what he did. But then I remembered that I wasn’t a pansy-ass. So I propped one hand on my hip and stared him down, my heart thundering in my chest and my blood roaring in my ears.

“Cole,” he said into the phone, holding my eyes with color high in his cheeks. “I need to go.” There was talking on the other end of the phone, and I saw Garrett clench his jaw. “I heard you, and I’m hanging up now.”

I took enough of a step so that I could quietly close the door behind me. The office was fully Garrett now, not a single thing remained from when it had been Rich’s, except the massive wooden desk. It was imposing. A true CEO’s desk. And the hard-eyed man sitting behind it, in his three-piece suit with a striking blue tie looked every inch of one too.

“Rory,” he started, and the chagrined pinch of his mouth was the only reason I wasn’t losing it on him. “It wasn’t like it sounded.”

“Really.”

“Really.” He held up a hand, pushing his chair back from the desk so he could stand up. I lifted my chin, shoring up any internal armor I had at my disposal, because if he touched me, it would be so much worse. Every word I heard him say felt like he’d tossed grenades at me, lobbing them easily at my naked skin. And they’d hit accurately, all in my stomach and heart. The only thing unscathed, not bleeding out onto the floor was my brain. Because all along, that’s what had held me back. “I’ve had the shittiest day in months, and Cole just kept pushing.”

I nodded, taking a step backward when he rounded his desk. If he touched me, I’d explode from the inside out. Not because it would make me cave. Because I’d kick his ass. If Garrett laid one hand on me in an effort to console, to smooth it over, I’d aim for his balls first. It was the only thought keeping me from feeling the stunning, cold punch of betrayal. He knew. He knew exactly how much I craved respect from the people I worked for. The fact that he was my boyfriend made it doubly important. “It’s perfectly fine to have a shitty day, Garrett. We all have them.” Then I swallowed, feeling my stomach tumble when I thought about the hard anger in the words I’d heard. “But it’s not an excuse for what you just said.”

“Let me explain.” He must have seen my hesitation, seen the anger simmering in my eyes, because he held up two hands in concession. “Please.”

“Go ahead.”

“Will you sit?”

“No,” I said firmly. “Please start explaining, because it sounded an awful lot like you just horribly disrespected me to one of your friends.”

Garrett blinked, and I saw the first sign of panic in his eyes. “No, Rory, I didn’t.”

“Really? So I misheard you? I have the power to make whatever the hell decision I want. Not Rory. And if I say Julia gets the job, then she’ll get it.” As I said the words back to him, I felt the embarrassing crawl of tears up my throat. “Did I hear wrong, Garrett? And don’t you dare lie to me.”

“Rory,” he begged, stepping toward me. “Please.”

“Did I hear wrong? I am giving you the chance to tell me that I did. That you didn’t actually say that to one of your friends.”

He blew out a breath in one hard puff, and I knew. I’d known when I heard it. “No. You didn’t hear wrong.”

I rubbed a hand on my chest, pulling in air through my nose while I blinked through the awful flash of pain. “Wow, Garrett.”

“Shit, Rory,” he said, reaching for me. He stopped short when I glared at him. “I’m so sorry, I wasn’t thinking about what I said, I swear.”

“You made me sound inconsequential, Garrett. Insignificant.” I shook my head, wanting so badly to be able to hold on to the white-hot anger from a few minutes ago. Because it was so, so much worse to feel the hurt. The sucking, draining feel of betrayal. His respect, his trust in my abilities, of any of my superiors was everything to me.

“I didn’t mean to, though.” He wanted to scoop me up, press himself against me so tightly so that I’d have no choice but to believe him, I could see it in his eyes, in the tight way he held himself in check.

“It doesn’t matter if you didn’t mean to. Don’t you get that? Your intent doesn’t matter, Garrett, because you still did it. If I hadn’t heard you, then Cole still would have. He would have heard you say that you don’t respect my position, respect me.”

“Hang on a second,” he argued, fire flashing in his dark eyes. “I respect you, Rory. I more than respect you. I had a terrible day, everything went wrong, and he just wouldn’t stop pushing about Julia, taunting me about how it wasn’t up to me.”

“So then tell him to go screw himself and hang up!” I yelled. “I am not just some random employee who heard something she wasn’t supposed to.”

“I know that,” he yelled right back, ripping his jacket off with rough movements and whipping it into one of the empty chairs. “Sue me, Rory, I had a bad day and I mouthed off to my friend. I’m not perfect.”

“That’s not what I’m asking for,” I cried and he lifted his eyebrows in response.

“Really? Because not everyone is capable of complete emotional lockdown when they’ve had a shit day.”

“Excuse me?” I whispered. “You’re blaming me for this?”

“Shit. No!” He grabbed the back of his neck with both hands, like he needed to do something with them. “No, Rory, I’m not blaming you. I just … obviously I don’t do well when everything’s piled up on me like it was today. I’m sorry I don’t react in the perfect way every single damn time.”

“You don’t have to, Garrett.” I pointed a finger at him, hating how it shook when I did. “I am not asking for perfection, and you know it. But you told me you were falling in love with me less than forty-eight hours ago.”

“I know that,” he said, voice breaking on the last word. “Do you think I forgot?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly, my voice thick with unshed tears and my eyes hot. “I’ve never been in a relationship where that word was used before, Garrett. Not until you.” He whispered my name, dropping his hands and hunching his shoulders in like I punched him. “So I may be new at this, but I do know you’re not supposed to talk about the woman you’re in love with like that. I don’t care how bad of a day you had. And it makes we wonder how we can do this.”

“Do what? No, Rory, come on, just hear me out.” He walked up to me, cupping my face with shaking hands. For a moment, I let him. For a moment, the heat in his hands pushed through my cold skin, and it felt like he might warm me from the inside if I let him. So I stepped back and he shook his head. “I am so sorry.”

“I believe you,” I whispered. “I do.”

“Why do I feel like that’s not going to be enough right now?”

A tear hit my cheek and Garrett watched it, a look of such raw pain on his face that I almost wished I could have stopped it before it fell. But I couldn’t. Just like he couldn’t undo what he said.

“All weekend, I wondered how the rest of this year would play out,” I said by way of explanation, because he was right. It wasn’t. “If you decide to stay, and we don’t work out, will I hate that you’re in a position that you used to wish wasn’t yours? Or if you go, will I feel like you’re ripping my heart out when you walk away because I know what it’s like to be here with you? And,” I swallowed, holding his eyes, “what about something exactly like this? When we have a fight or if we break up, what happens with everything here? I couldn’t figure it out in my head how we’d keep everything separate.”

“God, Rory, stop, please. We have so much time until I need to make my decision.”

“It’s not that much time, Garrett. And I’m not the kind of person who can just go with flow, getting deeper and deeper with you when I don’t know those things.”

He wiped a hand over his mouth, looking completely exhausted when he spoke again. “So what now?”

My brain raced, and I pushed a hand on my stomach to try and settle whatever churning was going on in there. I’d never quit, that wasn’t the way I was built. But I couldn’t come back in the morning and pretend like none of the last twenty minutes had happened. “Well, I’ve got a lot of PTO stored up. I’m going to use some of it. I need … I just need some space.”

He nodded. “Okay. How much time?”

“I’ve got about three months built up.” His mouth opened when I said it and I held up a quick hand. “I’m not going to be gone that long. But, I think a couple weeks.”

“And space will help you?”

I shrugged. “Maybe it sounds stupid to say yes. But all of this has been so fast, we’ve barely had a breath apart since that first night. And … and I think I need time to breathe.”

“I hate this,” he admitted, looking pale, like if I pushed him too hard, he’d fall right over.

“I do too.” My voice hitched and I pressed a hand over my mouth. Garrett clenched his jaw and then went to reach for me again but I stepped back, begging him with my eyes, my raised hands. “Don’t, Garrett. If you touch me, I’ll cave. And I can’t do that.”

He was breathing hard, but he nodded. “Okay. I won’t. I want to. Because I love you, Rory, I won’t.”

A sob threatened to push from my throat, but I trapped it by grinding my teeth together. I only loosened them when I could breathe again. “Thank you.”

I turned and walked out before the tears broke, but I felt his eyes on me until the door clicked shut, and as I drove home in a daze, then crumpled into bed as the tears started, I wasn’t entirely positive that I was doing the right thing.


Thirty

Aurora




I’d made my way through every bingeable show on Netflix, worked out until my entire body screamed in protest, and slept more than I thought humanly possible. That was just in the first six days.

Day seven was when I started thinking that there was a reason I never used all my PTO. Because not working was boring as shit. Every single year that I’d been a full-time employee, I’d banked my paid time off, with the exception of a few days. And every year, on December 31st, everything that had been unused, and was eligible, rolled into the next year. Even after the thrilling seven days that I’d just used, I was the current owner of enough PTO that I could have sat on my couch for fifty-six more days.

But in the same token, I wasn’t ready to go back. In hindsight, there was so much about what we’d done that confounded me. Starting with me dropping that damn towel in his bathroom. Evidently, Garrett Calder had sucked my mind out with his kisses. It was entirely unlike me to not demand some sort of definition of what we intended to be, to not clarify what might happen at work after the food-fight levity cleared from our brains.

Levity was an interesting concept, the more I thought about it. On day three, I’d looked it up, and the very first definition of the word actually made me lose my breath because of its accuracy.

Lightness of mind, character or behavior; lack of appropriate seriousness or earnestness.

Yes. Levity was exactly the precise word for how I’d behaved. How we’d behaved over the last couple months. Fighting with Garrett had been interesting, something unexpected and diverting that led into a passion that I hadn’t known I possessed. The realization that he’d uncovered something inside of me, just by being himself, was sobering.

Naturally, that meant I had to start drinking.

So that’s what started my Pinterest addiction, the decision to move on to alcohol if I intended to actually make it two weeks without work. Pinterest was not something that I really understood pre-Garrett. But post-Garrett, I totally got it. There were so many drink recipes, so many outfit ideas and DIY projects that I needed to attempt the second I purchased a circular saw. I pinned so many things in a twenty-four-hour time span that it was difficult to know where to start.

Oh yeah. Alcohol was where I needed to start. The first recipe that caught my eye was called a Cinnabon cocktail. Considering I hadn’t indulged in anything starting with “cinn” in almost five years, I added that to the list on my grocery store app. About two hours later, I couldn’t figure out why the recipe called for one-part Fireball to three parts cream soda. They must have meant a two-two ratio, because holy shit, I was the happiest I’d been in days.

Happy blurred into something blurry on my TV screen. I sat up too quickly, squinting at it.

“Holy shit,” I gasped. “It’s The mother-effing Notebook.”

The beginning of it and everything. With a scowl on my face, I settled in, totally determined to laugh my ass off. I sent Mia a text and told her what I was watching. Me and my Cinnabon drink.

Ninety minutes and a painfully full bladder later, I was sobbing into a pillow.

So, it’s not gonna be easy. It’s gonna be really hard. We’re gonna have to work at this every day, but I want to because I want you.

When tears pooled in my collarbone, I threw my soaked pillow at the TV mounted over my fireplace mantel, only to have it fall ineffectually onto the ground about two feet from the couch. “Oh, go screw yourself, Gosling.”

The tears choked in my throat, imagining how easy it had been to fight with Garrett, kiss Garrett, let myself be me with Garrett. All of it had been easy. So easy that I’d ignored big things, big questions that needed to be answered. I’d ignored that nagging voice in my own head that normally would have been screaming at me that we had things to work out, roles that needed to be defined and conversations that we should have been having. Instead I’d morphed into one of those girls that bit her tongue when it begged to be let loose. Actually, I thought with a thud, that wasn’t even true. I never even got to the point where I bit my tongue, because I too easily swept the thoughts away that made me question whether Garrett and I were a good idea. They’d only been brief wisps in my head that I’d effortlessly swatted away.

I sniffed, turning the TV off with a vicious punch of my finger onto the remote. The leggings that I’d thrown on that morning, or wait, maybe the day before, had two wet spots of whiskey on them. And nope, I totally didn’t even give a shit.

This was vacation, bitches. And I was going to let loose.

My hands were remarkably steady as I glugged more Fireball into the lowball glass. I held it up to the light over my kitchen sink, trying to judge with squinted eyes whether I’d added the cream soda first.

With a shrug, I knocked it back and then coughed, my throat burning. “Nope, holy shit, nope there’s no cream soda in that.”

I stood by the sink, bracing my hands on the counter while I waited for the warm feeling to settle in my stomach. When it did, I shuffled back to the couch and sank into the corner. The screen of my phone kept blinking, but I chose not to look. The reason I chose not to look is because I knew it was probably Mia checking in to make sure I was a Notebook convert.

“Pfffft,” I blew air through my lips. “Keep dreamin’, cuz,” I said, even though she couldn’t hear me. I shut my eyes and let my head flop back onto the couch, enjoying the way the room floated around my head. Or my head floated around the room.

Someone was playing drums. Or tap-dancing on my ceiling. It got louder and I curled my lip in the direction of the noise.

Bang bang bang bang. “Rory?” A woman’s voice called out.

My eyes popped open. Maybe not tap-dancing since my name was now involved. I groaned, pushing myself up off the couch and then pausing when everything swam around me.

Bang bang bang bang bang.

“I’m coming, geez Louise,” I mumbled, tripping on the corner of the rug under my dining table and taking a second to right myself. Squinting, I looked through the peephole. “Kat?”

The mop of blonde hair shifted. “Yeah, it’s Kat. Can you let me in?”

My forehead rested on the cool, hard surface of my door and I stayed for a second, because it felt good on my hot skin. “Yeah. Hang on. I’m a little drunk.”

She laughed, which made me smile. I don’t think I’d smiled all day. When I swung the door open, gripping the side of it so I didn’t go flying back on my ass, she was there with a grocery bag in her hands and a friendly smile on her face. “I come bearing gifts.”

“Is it more alcohol?”

“No,” she said decisively, shutting and locking the door behind her when I walked back over to the couch with a disappointed grunt. I watched her through the slits of both eyes while she lifted up the bottle of Fireball with wide eyes, then looked back over to me. “When did you open this bottle?”

“I dunno,” I said around a yawn. “Like, two hours ago.”

She whistled. “Explains a lot.”

“How’d you know where I live?” Then I lifted my head and pinned her with a glare. “Did Garrett send you?”

I acted mad when I said it, but my heart did a slow tumble at the thought of him sending his friend to check up on me. Kat licked her lips while she pulled some things out of the brown paper grocery bag. “It was Mia, actually. She sent Michael a text to see if he could send me over here. She’s the one who gave me your address.”

“What a nosy bitch. Something wrong with the fact that I want to get drunk in the privacy of my own home?”

Kat laughed under her breath, coming over to join me on the couch. In her hands was a takeout container of Chinese. She smiled as I took it. “I think your cousin is worried, Rory. She said you hadn’t answered a text in three hours.”

“Well,” I said, taking the fork from her hand and digging into the fragrant pad thai noodles from the place down the street from my condo, “you can report back that I’m alive.”

Instead of answering, Kat watched me eat, then cast an interested look around the room. “Your place is beautiful. Exactly like I expected it to be.”

“Mia says it’s boring.”

“It’s classic,” Kat argued, and I felt an unexpected flush of warmth at the fact that she liked my place. “You have impeccable taste, there’s no doubt about that.”

My chewing slowed down, and Kat handed me a bottle of water that I hadn’t seen her carry over. “Are you sucking up to me so I’ll talk to you about Garrett?”

She laughed and shook her head. “No. I think your sobriety is nonexistent enough that I wouldn’t have to work very hard to get info out of you.”

“You’re so pretty,” I blurted out. When I took a hurried sip of the water, she smiled at me. It was a kind smile, and I felt rotten about how I’d acted when I first met her. “I’m sorry I was a bitch the first day we met.”

“It’s okay. No apologies necessary.”

“But they are. We’d just kissed for the first time the night before. And I … I don’t know, just seeing that different side to Garrett made me feel weird. And even though I knew he was single, you showed up all cute and tiny and adorable with a crippled dog, for shit’s sake.” I gave her an earnest look and I could tell she was fighting not to laugh. “I’m sorry for saying your dog is crippled. That’s probably not PC, huh?”

“Leonidas is a very forgiving creature.”

“He’s cute,” I said glumly, and then stood up to go refill my glass with Fireball. Kat was right behind me, snatching the glass out of my hands.

“I’ll make you one. I used to work at a bar.” She uncapped the cream soda and poured a generous amount over the melted ice clinking around the bottom of the glass. “That’s how I met Dylan.”

When Kat poured a tiny splash of Fireball into the drink, I rolled my eyes, but still took it from her. “You guys look really good together.”

“I know,” she said on a happy sigh. “I mean, it’s mainly him. He’s so hot, isn’t he?”

There was nothing artificial about her, and it was so refreshing. She wasn’t asking to gauge whether she could trust me, or if I warranted her jealousy. Her only motivation was a deep-down appreciation of the man she loved.

“Yup,” I agreed. “He really is.”

We laughed at that. When she stopped, she asked if she could use a bathroom. I pointed out the door to her, and as soon as it clicked shut, I opened the Fireball and filled the rest of the glass.

When she came out, I was finishing an egg roll with a blissed out smile on my face. “Thanks for bringing me food. You didn’t need to do that.”

“Mia insisted when I called her. She loves you very much.”

“She’s been the only one my whole life,” I found myself saying.

“That’s not true anymore,” Kat said gently. “I know someone who loves you very much.”

I huffed out a dry laugh. “He can’t be too happy with me right now.”

“I think he’s worried. And I think he misses you. He’s been pretty mopey the last week.”

My eyes fell shut and I rubbed at my chest. Even through the pleasant numbing haze of my drinks, there was such a deep ache in my heart when I thought about him being miserable. “Kat, he made me so mad.” She laughed, but I lifted my eyebrows. “Like, if we’d been married and I was a little bit less sane, I would have gone Lorena Bobbitt on his ass.”

That sobered her, but even though her smile dropped, her eyes still looked like they had laughter in them. “Well, then for both of your sakes, I’m glad that that didn’t happen.”

Whiskey swam in my head, making it harder to blink at a normal speed. I could hear the pounding of my heart in my ears, amplified so much that it was all over my body, thumping across my skin. “I think I drank too much.”

“I think you might be right, Rory. How about you drink the rest of this water? Okay?”

With my eyes closed, I took it from her and downed the entire thing. “Thank you.”

“Of course.” She rubbed my shoulder. “Do you want to go get in bed? I can stay out here on the couch, make sure you’re okay before I go home.”

“Mmmmkay.” With the assistance of Kat, I stood up and walked down the hallway to my bedroom. She kept the lights off, but helped me pull back the covers of my bed. It was so soft and so dark, so I pulled the blankets over myself and burrowed into my pillow. I peeled my eyes open, Kat’s face bouncing in my vision. “Do you know what I keep thinking about before I go to bed every night?”

“What’s that?” she asked softly and stroked the hair back from my forehead. It felt so maternal, so sweet, that my eyes burned.

“I love him too. And I didn’t tell him.”

Kat blinked rapidly. Maybe her eyes were burning too. “You can tell him soon.”

“Do you think he knows?” I slurred, my words elongating as they came out of my mouth and I fell further and further into sleep.

“Go to sleep, Rory. I’ll be right outside.”

Visions of Garrett and cupcakes and kisses and treadmills and conference rooms swished through my head as I did exactly that.


Thirty-One

Garrett




Sleep.

Eat.

Remember to smile at people.

Shuffle papers and pretend to pay attention.

Watch clock on my office wall until I could go home and do it all again the next day.

Lay in bed, stare at the ceiling and think about Rory’s smile, the way she kissed me when I made her laugh, the curve of her hip bones underneath the softest skin I’d ever felt. Do those things on repeat until my stomach threatens to revolt. Then think about her in my office. Think about her crying. Get up and take shots of whiskey and try to sleep.

Again and again. Over and over. For seven days, I followed my list religiously. Only, I didn’t eat much, and I definitely didn’t sleep well.

If this was love, if this was how it felt to walk around without your essential organs, without the ability to breathe properly, then I finally understood with perfectly clarity why I’d avoided it for so many years.

The only thing that changed on my list was late on day seven, when I started staring at my phone for hours at a time. I’d flip between Rory’s Facebook, which gave me shit for clues, then move on to my camera roll to study the few candid shots that I had of the two of us. One in bed, smiling at the camera, one at the gym, her growling at me for snapping a picture of her, and one of us out to dinner. Dressed up and smiling at each other. Then I’d torture myself and pretend like I was going to call her. I’d press my thumb over her contact info, run through in my head what I’d say if she answered.

I miss you.

I’m an idiot.

I love you.

The thing I loved about work was having you there with me.

Also, I’m an idiot.

Don’t ever leave me.

Days seven through ten were rough. Just so that I would have some sort of physical manifestation of what was happening in my heart, I stopped shaving. I looked like a horrible version of myself, which made sense, since that’s what I’d turned into.

And as I laid in bed with day ten drawing to a close, I had an absent thought that maybe Rory had yanked my heart out when she left my office. I rubbed at the skin above my heart and wondered if I never saw her again, if I would ever stop feeling that way.


Thirty-Two

Garrett




I showered on day eleven, tried my best to scrub away the sloth that had inhabited my body since day one. It should say something to me, I thought, that without Rory at work with me, I didn’t hold the same love for it that I’d been feeling over the previous months.

Was it the fact that I’d made the choice to be there? Or was it her?

As I stared at my reflection in the mirror of my bathroom, trying valiantly not to remember how insanely beautiful Rory had looked when she’d walked in and dropped that towel the first night we were together. The first night I felt her skin and wanted to surgically attach my lips somewhere on her body.

I shook my head, tossing away that thought, because that cheapened it. Cheapened what I felt for her. It made it about the physical, when that was only one sliver of Rory, and one sliver of what she meant to me.

I loved her. And I didn’t have a single clue how to balance giving her space and what I really wanted to do, which was pound at her door, not give up until she let me in.

But she’d asked for two weeks, at a minimum. So I hung my head in between my shoulders and let out a deep breath. Dylan had blackmailed me into coming over for a couple beers. And by blackmail, I meant that he told me Kat had seen Rory, but I wouldn’t know how it went unless I showered, shaved and came over.

And since I was a sucker, willingly falling into the trap my friends had laid for me, I did just that. Even though they might have gone about it wrong by using Rory, I was glad the second I walked into Kat and Dylan’s house. Leonidas ran crazy circles around my legs, his long, fluffy tail whacking into my knees while he did the high-pitched whine that meant he was excited.

“Hey, man,” I said, leaning down to scratch underneath his jaw. “Miss me?”

“He cries about it every night,” Kat told me with a wink. “And I’d know because someone has been letting him up into our bed at night.”

Dylan held up his hands. “Can you say no to his eyes? Because I can’t. He always comes to my side of the bed, so it’s easy for you to act all tough.”

“I’m glad you’re here,” Kat said, nudging my shoulder with hers.

“Under duress,” I aimed at Dylan with a hard look. He simply grinned at me and wrapped an arm around Kat when she stepped next to him. “I’m here. Do I get the goods now?”

“Beer first,” he said, handing me an already opened bottle of one of my favorites from a brewery out of Chicago. Almost impossible to find. “You doing alright?”

“Define alright.”

Tristan and Michael walked in, tipping their chins at me in an eerily identical way.

“Hey, man,” Michael called, clapping me on the shoulder as he passed. “Good thing Mia’s got my number, huh? Rory probably would’ve woken up on the bathroom floor if it hadn’t been for Kat.”

“What?” I roared and Michael widened his eyes in surprise. Kat smacked a hand on the back of his head and Tristan just rolled his eyes. “She would have what? Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” Kat assured me, still giving Michael the evil eye. “Mia was worried because Rory wasn’t answering texts. She asked if I would go check on her.”

“And…”

“And, she was just a little,” Kat shifted uncomfortably, “drunk.”

“But she was okay?”

When Kat nodded, I let out a relieved breath. “You expect me to still give her space after this? How am I supposed to not go talk to her?”

Dylan laid a hand on my back, his face stretched in a sympathetic smile. “I get it. You know I do. You didn’t do anything wrong by giving her space, man. It’s what she asked for.”

“I know. But doing nothing feels insane, Dylan.”

“You’re not doing nothing,” Kat said quickly. “You’re respecting her wishes. And that’s a good thing.”

“But if she’s so messed up over this that she was wasted? That’s not Rory.”

Michael went into the family room, staring at the TV like it held the solution to the world’s problems. Kat’s phone rang, and she went to grab it off the counter, leaving me with Dylan and Tristan.

“Cole not coming?” Tristan asked, not really looking at either of us. Dylan lifted an eyebrow at me like I’d know.

“He and I haven’t really talked since the whole thing.” I peeled the loose edge of the label on my bottle. “So if he knows I’m here, he probably won’t. Not that I really want to see him yet either.”

“That bad?” Dylan asked.

While I sucked in a breath through my nose, I nodded. “He was pretty out of line. I get it’s his ex-wife, and we all know how he is about her, but he pushed too hard.” Then I scoffed. “Or I caved too easily, as evidenced by the predicament I’m in.”

“It’s not about caving or pushing,” Tristan said, leveling me with the full brunt of his intense stare. Maybe it was weird to think of another guy’s eyes as intense, but Tristan fit the bill. Locking eyes with him made you feel like you’d just been sighted by a friggin bear or something. “You didn’t cave to Cole, you made a mistake. Just like he made a mistake in how he treated you. The difference is that yours cost you— temporarily, at least— the woman you’re in love with. You know Rory well enough to know that she responds to strength. To loyalty. You weren’t being loyal either when you ran your mouth to Cole. You just have to show her that you’re still both. Just don’t push too fast when you decide it’s time.”

Dylan leaned forward. “Shouldn’t I be giving him the deep, cryptic thoughts on how to be patient when your woman needs space? Or is this going to fall into the Tristan vault where we have no clue why you’re so well-versed on giving relationship advice?”

While I took a sip of my beer, I watched Tristan again, and he shuttered his eyes before he looked at Dylan. “In the vault, I guess.”

“You revel in this, don’t you?” Dylan asked. “Keeping us all guessing.”

Tristan’s face broke into a wide smile, which was a rarity for him.

“Holy shit, you have all your teeth. I was starting to wonder,” I mused.

Dylan laughed. “He’s right, Garrett. Her wanting space isn’t a bad thing for either of you. You guys dove in head first without talking through a lot of things you should be figuring out.”

“It was so much easier to ignore them though,” I said glumly. “And now I have no clue what she’s thinking.”

“Well,” Dylan said slowly, “it doesn’t matter right now. You know what you’re thinking. She gave both of you an opportunity to really think about what you want moving forward. What the best possible outcome is. And once you decide what that is, with her and with work, you take whatever steps you need to make it happen.”

“And if our outcomes are different?” I asked, not really wanting to contemplate the idea.

Dylan smiled at me, the kind of smile that reminded me that he’d had to go over his own hurdles before settling into his love story with Kat. “You won’t know until you ask.”

Kat called his name from the living area, and he nodded at me before making his way to her.

After a beat of silence, I gave Tristan a serious look. Relationship talk was already on the table, so I figured it was as good a time as any. Plus, it didn’t seem like I’d be the center of conversation any more. “So Rory said something to me a while back that I couldn’t quite believe at first, but the more I think about it, the more it makes sense.”

Tristan took his time opening his beer, tossing the cap and taking a long pull from it before lifting his eyebrows at my comment. “What’s that?”

“That you’re in love with my sister.”

I’d never seen a person go so still, so quickly. His beer froze in front of his mouth, his eyes locked onto me. Then he blinked and it was gone. He took another drink, watched me while he set it back down on the granite. “Your sister is a married woman.”

“That she is.” I nodded, tipped my beer at him. “Is that my answer?”

His jaw flexed, and he stared at the wall beyond my shoulder. “No.”

I snorted. “You know I love you, man, but Anna has enough complications in her life right now. Last thing she needs is a broody ass like you, with hair better than most supermodels, muddying the waters.”

“That your protective big brother routine?” he asked, eyes hard and unrelenting. But there was something under the surface, something brewing that told me he did not like my answer.

“No,” I laughed. “Do something to hurt her and I’ll let you see it. Deal?”

He was about to say something, I could tell. But after a moment’s hesitation, he just took another drink and walked into the other room. No nod, no deep, meaningful sigh, nothing. Just a slight narrowing of his eyes that gave me jack shit to decipher, and he walked away.

For a moment, it was a welcome reprieve from the Rory carousel that I couldn’t get off of. For the rest of the night, I talked and laughed with my friends and it felt nice. I didn’t want to be destined for a life like that, now that I knew what I’d been missing before.

It wasn’t about knowing that I’d never disappoint Rory, like I’d been afraid of disappointing people before. My father was just one in a long line, unfortunately. If she gave me another chance, I’d probably screw up, and so would she.

But somehow, I had to pull my head out of my ass long enough to figure out what exactly it was that I wanted. When we all said our goodbyes and left Kat and Dylan’s, I took my time walking back to my house.

It was a cloudy night, so I couldn’t see a single star. Just a blanket of dark gray clouds obscuring the black sky above me, and the occasional streetlamp giving me circles of orange light to carve a path for me on the sidewalk.

When I climbed up my front porch, I didn’t go inside right away, instead taking a seat on the top step and leaning up against one of the pine beams that propped up the overhang. Oddly enough, as I sat in the dark, listening to the occasional sounds of traffic and the punctuation of voices, I wished I could talk to my dad.

I wished I could figure out if he knew how unhappy I was, and if that’s why he put me in the position that he did. Or if he thought forcing my hand would clear up my dilemma in a way I’d never have expected.

And then, I’d want to ask him what he thought I should do. About Rory, about CFS. All of it. There’d been a solid string of days and weeks, even months, that I’d found my groove at work, and I’d been so sure that it was because I’d made the choice to be there. But if the worst-case scenario happened, and Rory decided she didn’t want me or her job, then what?

There was no way I could say that I’d feel the same about my job without her there next to me. I didn’t doubt we could work together, we’d already proved that. But instead of hiding behind the perfect, mind-numbing happiness of what I’d felt with her, I needed to figure out what the hell I wanted to do with my life, and where I saw her in it.

I knew where, of course. I wanted her with me. But what piece of the puzzle would she fit into, outside of my relationship with her? If she wanted me back, I thought with no small amount of pain in my chest.

With a sigh, I tilted my head back and stared into the solid gray mass looming over me. Of all nights, I wished that I was capable of seeing the blanket of stars in the sky. That I could have picked one and stared at it, maybe make a juvenile wish on it in the hopes that I’d wake up in the morning and have a clear direction.

“Dad,” I said, feeling like a giant tool for that fact that it felt so natural to speak it out loud like I was. “I have no idea if you can hear me, or how all of this works.” I laughed, scratching the side of my cheek. “If you can see what’s going on from wherever you are, you’ve probably wanted to kick my ass many times in the last few months. For a multitude of things. Which wouldn’t be a whole lot different than what you wanted to do when you were alive, I guess. But this is different. This is so much more important than any feelings of discontent that I had when you were around.”

I curled my hands into fists and propped them on my knees, waiting for a car to drive past my house before I kept going.

“If I can’t figure out what it is I want from my life, besides her, I guess, then what business do I have gambling with yours anymore? You built it. From the ground up, and not once did I feel the pride in it that I know you did every single day. Not until recently. Even when I liked what I was doing, it was like that part of me was snuffed out. But I don’t know if it was because I refused to see it, just like you said.”

As I said it, I knew it was true. Rory had been a very pleasant blindfold when it came to how I looked at my job, but it didn’t mean that once I removed it, I wouldn’t see the same picture in front of me.

I smiled up at the sky, feeling less like a tool and more like I was having a conversation that I should have had with him in the weeks leading up to his death. That I should have had the balls to do right from the beginning.

“I wish I’d had the chance to say goodbye to you, Dad. To thank you for pushing me so hard.” I let out a rueful laugh. “Actually, you taught Rory quite well in that regard. I wish you could see how amazing she is for me.” I blinked away the moisture building, swallowing past the emotion that crept up my throat. “I just need to figure out a way to make things right with her. I couldn’t do that with you, and I’ll never stop wishing that I’d been able to.”

I dropped my head and closed my eyes, feeling a weight dissolve from my shoulders, from my gut, and from my heart. My dad would be proud of me for following my heart, no matter where that led me. Of course I knew that he’d have loved to see me happy at CFS for the rest of my life. But at the end of the day, it’s what he’d done. He’d taken a risk and did what felt right for him. He’d have been proud of me for doing the same. And Rory. Oh Rory, that beautiful leggy blonde who would have my heart for the rest of my life, she’d see me on day fourteen, with some magical speech and perfectly laid out plan that I had three days to think of to win her back.

“No big deal, Garrett,” I said under my breath. “Just your entire future happiness depends on it.”


Thirty-Three

Aurora




Day Fourteen

My eyes were gritty and my back hurt by the time I got out of my car in front of my condo and yanked my carry-on suitcase out of the backseat, but I couldn’t expect much more than that after a last-minute, thirty-six-hour trip to Del Rio, Texas to have lunch with my parents.

Yeah. I know.

So even though it wasn’t bad, per se, it was still a little awkward, and I was a lot tired. So when I was digging through my purse to pull out my keys, I was less than prepared to see Garrett sitting with his back up against my front door, eyes closed like he was sleeping and a wilted bouquet of roses wrapped in green floral paper.

He looked … awful. Handsome, but completely exhausted. With a tiny smile on my face, I wheeled my suitcase to a stop and cleared my throat. Garrett jumped and blinked up at me.

“Rory.”

“How long have you been sitting here?”

Now that he was looking up at me, I could see the dark circles underneath his dark eyes and the slightly manic look in them at seeing me. I knew the feeling, but I breathed through it, still not sure what he was doing at my place.

But my heart, oh my heart absolutely leapt at the idea that he waited for me with flowers. Something so simple, probably to most women. But to me, it wasn’t. It was exactly what I needed to see after the last day and a half.

“Umm, four hours, I think.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and narrowed my eyes, not ready for him to see how much I was vibrating inside at the simple pleasure of seeing him. “And this is your idea of giving me space?”

Garrett swallowed, and then clenched his jaw. As I watched, he seemed to make a decision. With careful movements, he stood, holding the flowers out to me. It looked like a dozen; red, orange and deep lavender. A few hours ago, I’m sure they were stunning, but now they were crumpled and tired-looking from a lack of water.

“These are for you,” he said, holding my eyes until I carefully took them from him. “I’ll take your suitcase for you.”

I nodded, rifling through my keys until I found the one for the deadbolt. “You still didn’t answer my question.”

From behind me, he answered, the rumbling deepness of his voice at my ear popping goosebumps on my neck. “Well, I figured it’d be easier when we’re inside, that way if you want to jump me, you can do it without people watching.”

I bit down on the smile, refusing to be outwardly charmed by him. “Thoughtful of you.”

“It’s a burden, but I wear it well, I think.”

My eyes closed as I walked into my condo, feeling a pang of melancholy when I realized that he sounded like the old Garrett. The pre-Rory Garrett. It wasn’t melancholy because I didn’t like that Garrett. It was because it had been so long since I’d heard that teasing, cocky tone of voice.

“Well,” I said, turning to face him. “We’re inside. What did you want to say to me?”

He lifted his chin at the roses still clutched in my hands. “You should put those in water. No point in giving up on them just yet.”

His carefully chosen words echoed through my head while I turned to pull a vase from the cabinet over my fridge. Neither of us said anything while I unwrapped the Kelly green paper from around the thorny stems and placed them in the cold water. Garrett was staring at my suitcase when I turned back around, and he smiled when he realized I caught him doing it.

“My flight was delayed out of San Antonio. Otherwise you might not have had to wait as long.”

“It’s okay,” he answered slowly. “I don’t mind waiting.”

“Uh-huh.” I lifted an eyebrow. When I did that, the side of his mouth quirked in a smile so unrepentant, that a grin broke free before I could stop it. “Really, Garrett, why are you here right now?”

“Well, I’ve missed you.” He rolled his shoulders, and I admired the way the thin material of his black long sleeve t-shirt stretched across his muscles. It was easier to focus on that than the intense, searching look in his eyes. “I knew it might be a bad idea to just show up. But then I thought,” he shrugged, “what the hell? I love her. And it’s worth the risk that she might kick my ass back to my car as soon as she sees me.”

I had to swallow back the rush of everything that hit me when he said it. Garrett’s words, ones that he’d clearly taken the time to choose before he said them, hit me in every vulnerable spot that I had left. In all the days that I’d been apart from him, letting my thoughts shift, come in and out of focus, I hadn’t realized just how many parts of me were left without armor.

He found every single one in four sentences. My hands were shaking, and I turned to open the fridge. “I guess it’s good for you that I’m too tired to kick anyone’s ass tonight.” I looked over my shoulder at him. “I’m pouring a glass of wine. Would you like one?”

“Ah, no, thank you.” When I gave him a surprised look, he grinned. “Want to keep a clear head for my pitch.”

“Oh goody. Is there a PowerPoint?”

“So many things to figure out how to work. I gave up after the first slide where I listed all the reasons you should keep me around.”

“Must have been a short slide.”

“Ouch,” he moaned, doubling over like I had socked him in the stomach. But he was smiling. I was too. When I sat in the corner of the couch, watching him over the rim of my wine glass, he sat on the cushion next to me. Not on the opposite end of the couch like I’d expected. Cheeky. Not like I could really be surprised. “Did you see your parents?”

I didn’t even ask how he knew. I was almost positive that Mia was behind his new fountain of knowledge. “Hmm. Briefly. I didn’t tell them I was coming until I landed in San Antonio.”

“Ballsy.”

“Cowardly,” I confessed, thinking back on how I felt when I got off the plane, contemplated turning right back around and catching a return flight to Denver. “But it was … okay. We had lunch at their favorite Mexican restaurant. My father let me pay,” I said on a shocked laugh. “They gave me a tour of their house, we had a glass of iced tea on their back patio and then I left.”

“Why did you decide to go?”

While I thought about that, Garrett leaned forward and carefully wrapped his fingers around mine so he moved the wine glass toward his mouth. My heart thundered in my chest just from that innocent touch, from watching him touch his lips to the glass and take a mouthful while I still held the stem.

“It was time,” I said after I’d steadied myself enough to speak without sounding completely breathless. “The last time I talked to my mom, I realized that it wasn’t fair for me to begrudge them not visiting or reaching out to me if I wasn’t willing to do the same. My mom was right, the last time we talked. I don’t fit in their life, and they don’t fit in mine. We’ll never have the tight relationship that a daughter is supposed to have with her parents. And that’s okay. I guess I just needed to … I don’t know, see for myself as an adult. To hear them say they’d call more when I apologized for not doing the same. Look them in the eye and tell them that I’m happy.”

“You were able to tell them that? That you’re happy?” His voice sounded rough when he asked and I sighed at how that must have sounded.

“You know what I mean.” I pinched the bridge of my nose at my snippy tone. “I’m sorry, Garrett. I didn’t mean it like it sounded. I’m just so tired that my brain isn’t even working right anymore. I didn’t sleep well last night. I need the entire bottle of wine I just opened, a hot bath and about sixteen hours of sleep.”

The irony was not lost on me that I was apologizing for saying something I didn’t mean, the exact reason that I’d stormed out of his office, albeit on a much smaller scale. It turned my stomach. In a rush, Garrett stood off the couch and I cursed in my head for not immediately telling him what was on my mind. But he didn’t walk toward the door to leave. Instead, he headed in the direction of my master bathroom.

“Where are you going?”

“Running you a bath,” he called over his shoulder while I gaped at him in response.

Of course he was. With a sigh, my head fell backwards. I didn’t even have it in me to argue with him. So a few minutes later when he said my name from the bathroom, I made my way back there without a second thought.

I pointed at him where he stood testing the water temperature that must have been underneath the massive foaming bubbles. “You’re not staying in here while I do this.”

“I’d never dare,” he mock-gasped. Then he swept his arm to my bedroom. “But, I’m allowed to stay in there.”

“Why?”

“Can I just stay and talk to you?” When I gave him a wary look, he held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor, I won’t peek.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “You can stay.”

The fact was, I wanted him to. I wanted to hear his voice, to know he was nearby. While I stripped my clothes, Garrett positioned himself on the floor with his back against the wall that faced out into my bedroom. From where I sank into the perfectly hot water, I could see his feet and part of his jean-clad legs. When I was fully submerged, I let out a quiet sigh.

“Thank you for doing this,” I told him.

There was a quiet thudding noise, like he was banging his head against the wall, which made me giggle. “Don’t you dare make that sound, Anderson. I’m hanging by a thread as it is.”

“Sorry.”

“No you’re not.”

I grinned. “No, I’m not.”

We fell into silence for a bit, and with each minute in the tub, I could feel the stress seep from my pores. I was almost asleep when he started talking. But he only let out one word before I interrupted him.

“Wait, Garrett.”

“Okay,” he said in a tight voice.

“Before you say anything, I want to apologize.”

“For what?”

My fingers slipped through the water, pulling up a handful of bubbles while I let out a breath. “Just now, before you came to run me a bath, I snipped because I’m tired and wasn’t even really thinking about how it sounded when I said the words. And I think … I think I get why it was so awful for you when you realized I overheard you.”

“Rory,” he groaned and I heard his head hitting again. “Please don’t make excuses for me, I have every intention of apologizing.”

“And I’ll accept it gladly,” I told him quietly. “But I let my insecurities keep a vice grip on my heart, I should have been able to see it from your perspective. And I didn’t. So I’m sorry for that. I really needed you to hear that before you say what you were going to.”

“Apology accepted,” he said in a voice full of gritty emotion. “Can I say my spiel now? I practiced.”

“Sure.” I smiled, sinking deeper into the water.

“I’m so sorry, Rory. I wish I could even put into words how sorry I am that I said what I did to Cole. Seeing you look at me like you did,” he paused, and the bridge of my nose tingled, “I’ve never felt that awful about myself. And I don’t blame you for wanting space, I really don’t. It was good for me too.” More thudding on the wall, and even though I could have said something, I swished my hand through the water again and let him finish. “It forced me to think about what I want. What the best possible scenario is for me. For what I want out of life.”

I sniffed while that settled in. He still hadn’t said anything about us, and it was so hard for me not to jump out of the water and wrap myself around Garrett, but I gripped the sides of the tub so I wouldn’t.

Then all of a sudden, he was in the bathroom.

“Hey,” I said, feeling a flush cover my chest and neck, “you’re supposed to be out there.”

“There’s enough bubbles in that tub to cover four of you. I can’t see anything.” He blew out a breath. “Unfortunately.”

He crouched next to the bathtub, tangling his fingers with mine on the porcelain edge and pinned with me a look so intense that I squirmed in the water, conscious of every inch of my skin that he could see.

“There’s only one that I want. Only one that matters.”

“What?” I whispered and he stared at my mouth when I did.

“You and me,” he said simply. “At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter what job I’m in, or if you decide you want me to be your sugar daddy for the rest of our lives. If you want to have seven little Garretts and be my sugar momma so I can stay home and change their diapers, it doesn’t matter. All I need is you and me. Everything else is just details.”

“Garrett.” I shook my head, overwhelmed with how right it sounded. Apart from seven kids. That sounded awful. “They’re not just minor details though.”

“I know. But the point is that we’ll talk them out together. We didn’t do that before.”

“We didn’t,” I admitted. Just as I was about to open my mouth again, he pressed a gentle thumb to the center of my lips, stopping me.

“I meant it when I said it really doesn’t matter what job I’m in, as long as I have you to come home to.” He swallowed, searching my face while he traced the edge of my bottom lip. “But I’d really like to go to work with you every day, too.”

“Really?” I whispered, feeling a cautious swell of hope. I hadn’t even realized how much I wanted him to decide to stay until I heard him say the words.

“Really.” His thumb pinched my chin and he lifted it so my face was turned completely toward him. “So, this is the part where you tell me whether you see it being you and me too.” His face was serious, a vulnerability in his eyes that I’d never seen before. All I did was smile at him.

Garrett blinked when I did, then dove forward and kissed me, groaning when I gripped the sides of his face and pushed my tongue against his. In the next beat, he lunged up and jumped into the tub with me.

Fully clothed.

Water sloshed out onto the tile floor while he pulled me up onto his lap, wrapping his arms around my soap-slick body.

“You are crazy,” I laughed into his mouth.

Garrett pulled back, bubbles clinging to his jaw. His smile was so big that it carved lines in his cheeks. “Damn right.”

He kissed me again, with so much passion that his whole body shook from it. So did mine.

I broke away from his mouth, but he followed me, biting along my jaw and down my neck. “Wait, Garrett, stop.”

“Why?” he whined, sliding his hands up and down my back. He didn’t stop, so I grabbed his face with both hands, forcing him to look at me.

“Because I want to see your eyes when I tell you I love you too. I hated that I didn’t tell you before. And this whole time we were apart, it weighed on me that you didn’t know.”

He blinked, searching my face. “Really?”

I nodded, smoothing my hands over the soaked fabric of his shirt that was clinging to the muscles of his shoulders. “Really. And I should have told you sooner. As soon as I felt it, I should have told you.”

“Say it again,” he urged, nipping at my lips.

“I love you.”

Then he smiled. “Just don’t forget who said it first.”


Epilogue
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Twelve months later

“Put it away, Rory.”

“Just one more.” Her thumbs flew over the screen of her phone, and her forehead furrowed like it always did when she was concentrating.

“Put it away, wife.”

She stopped just long enough to give me a dry look. “I do have a name, husband.”

I settled back into the lounge chair and sighed contentedly under the hot sun. “Aurora Anderson-Calder. Hottest hyphenation I’ve ever seen in my life.” With the tip of my finger, I ran it up her tan, toned thigh. “Hottest wife I’ve ever seen, too. I think I’m going to make a spousal decree that you’re only ever allowed to wear bikinis from now on.”

She smiled, but I couldn’t see her eyes behind her aviator sunglasses. “Might get awkward around the office.”

I leaned over onto my elbow and slid my sunglasses down the bridge of my nose. She was wearing an all-white bikini that showed all of her recently acquired tan from the first two days of our honeymoon.

We’d actually been married for a month— opting for a small, intimate ceremony with just our families, close friends, and a few coworkers— but in order for both of us to take the same week off, it took some finagling at the office to make it happen. It was worth it though, to have seven days of just me and her in a private beach cottage on Turtle Bay in Hawaii.

“The more I think about it,” I said, leaning over her to kiss over the slope of her shoulder, “you shouldn’t be wearing clothes at all.”

Her skin was warm from the sun and tasted salty from our last dip into the ocean.

“It’s good for you to have to work at something while we’re here.” Another click of her thumb, and she opened another email.

“Put it away, Rory.”

“I’m almost done.”

“I’ll hide it from you if you don’t put it away.”

Her lips screwed up and I got the distinct impression that she was glaring at me behind the dark lenses. “Two minutes.”

“One.”

“Two.”

“Okay,” I sighed. “You asked for it.”

“Asked for wha— “

I stood, snatching the phone from her hands and tossing it onto the chair I’d just vacated. When she reached for it, I slipped my arms underneath her knees and back, lifting her up while she squealed.

“Put me down.” Her voice was breathless with laughter, so it made it easy to ignore her.

“Woman, I said no work this week. Do I need to fire you when we get back?”

She laughed, wrapping her arm around my shoulder while I walked across the sand toward the jewel-blue ocean. “Good luck with that. You couldn’t function without me.”

I waded in, shifting her in my arms so I could smack a kiss on her smiling lips. She tightened her grip on me and deepened it, slicking her tongue against mine and letting out a soft moan into my mouth.

Right before I tossed her into the water.

She came up sputtering and whipped her sunglasses off her face. “You’re going to wish you didn’t do that.”

“Oh yeah?” I dunked myself under, slicking back my hair with both hands when I broke the surface. She was staring at my chest, at the tattoo of her name over my heart that I’d had done the day after our wedding. “What are you going to do about it?”

Her lips quirked in a smile that actually made me nervous. Especially when she held my eyes and started untying the white string that tied behind her back.

“Rory,” I warned, walking toward her, only stopping when she held up a hand.

“You wanted me out of clothes, right?” She tossed the top at me and I caught it against my chest. Her head turned to look at me over her shoulder after she’d turned her back to me. “You got it. But now you’re not allowed to touch.”

I took off after her with a growl, and she laughed, diving into the shallow water and swimming away. I caught her ankle easily, yanking her toward me so I could wrap her in my arms. We pressed together in the warm water, kissing under the sun while the salt dried on our shoulders.

This little pocket of paradise should have made me dread the end of the week, but that was the thing about finding the perfect person for you.

I got to spend every day, living and working and loving with the most incredible woman I’d ever met. There wasn’t a single day that I didn’t look forward to. Because the best paradise I’d ever found was being with her.
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To Whitney,

I almost don’t dare dedicate this book to you, because you’ll never let me forget that I did something so publicly nice. But… Cole and Julia’s history wouldn’t be what it is without you. Neither would I.


I want to tell you

about the longing in my bones.

The way it whimpers in the night.

The way it keeps me up,

whispering for you.

There is a reaching

that races

beneath my skin,

when the world quiets,

when the sun is in slumber.

I try to keep up

with the river there.

I try to devour the air that

hasn’t touched your skin in years.

I try to ride the current

that doesn’t feel like

your current, your touch.

I want to tell you

about the longing

in my veins.

I want to tell you.

Come back to me so that I can tell you.

- JR Rogue


One

Cole




I woke up on a choking gasp, hand clutching at the clammy skin over my thundering heart. I’m sorry, you can’t have it back. It’s mine, Cole. Her words rattled through my sleep-sluggish brain while I tried to slow my breathing. The dream always ended that way. Like it was some tease that Julia’s voice in my subconscious was the only way I could still hear her. It had been almost seven years since she walked out the door. Five since her lawyer served me divorce papers in an unassuming manila envelope. It was impossible to consider torturing myself with wedding videos or pictures of us that were left on my old cell phone that sat in the bottom drawer of my dresser. But the dream haunted me. Glimpses of her hair over her shoulders, the peek of dimple on her left cheek and the flash of her hazel eyes before she started crying. I didn’t have to endure it much, maybe a handful of times a year.

Lately though, the dream had been slamming into my sleep at least three times a week. Because she was here. She was back in Denver. My heart had finally slowed into a normal rhythm when my new, tempting, taunting reality crept into my brain. For the first time in almost a decade, I knew Julia was in the same city as me. Around every corner, I looked for her. At every gas station and every restaurant. For over a month now, my eyes burned from the desire to make her appear. Like from the sheer force of my will, I could give her the power of sublimation. That her body would slide through whatever barrier separated us and she’d be in front of me again.

But she hadn’t.

I blew out a hard breath and sat up in bed. Patience was never my strong suit, especially when it came to her. But the years of silence had taught me one thing; that even if I never saw her again, not a single glimpse, I’d love Julia with a wasted heart for the rest of my life.

When my phone let out a harsh vibration on the bedside table next to me, I picked it up quickly. After so many years, I was more than accustomed to the odd hours of being a realtor. So even though the clock still read in the six o’clock hour and the sun was just rising over the Rocky Mountains to the west of my house, I knew my work day had begun.

Three clients had emailed me while I slept, with links of houses that they wanted to check out and a new lead had been sent to me as she’d asked for me by name. Still sitting in bed with my back braced against the cold wooden headboard, I emailed all of them, looking through a few different things. The first couple had a budget that did not match their tastes, large though that budget was. But they weren’t from Colorado, so they were in for a shock as far as what the market was doing right now. I sent the wife a few more modest options, gently letting her know that unless they were willing to increase their budget by about fifty to seventy thousand, we weren’t likely to find the kind of older craftsman home in Washington Park like they wanted.

I was fortunate. I’d developed a nice niche with upper middle class families that could afford the more expensive homes, all the way up to a few incredibly wealthy clients who’d found me through word of mouth. That’s why my latest referral was an oddity for me. Her email into the main office said she was a single mom expecting her first child and she wanted a home in a safe neighborhood with families and a good school district, a fenced-in backyard and at least two full bathrooms. Her budget was modest, but workable.

With narrowed eyes, I ran my thumb over her name, like it was jiggling something in my mind. Brooke Camden. When I couldn’t immediately place it, I did a quick initial search and found a large number of homes that might work for her. I emailed her back saying that I’d be thrilled to find her first home for her and her child and asked when we could meet to talk and go over a few things. It could’ve been handled by email or a phone call, but I liked to put eyeballs on my clients right away. Seeing their faces when they talked about what they needed in a home was one of my favorite parts of the process, outside of handing them the keys once we found it and the closing papers were signed.

Twenty minutes later, I was showered and dressed, tightening the knot on my tie before getting into my car to meet a client at the next house on her never-ending list of options. By the time I pulled into the driveway, I knew it would be another bust. Ashton was adamant about a few things, and neighbors too close to her house was one of them. The brick houses on either side would never fly. But I got out anyway, tapping the code into the lock box on the door while I waited for her to show up.

My knuckles rapped on the granite counters when I heard her car purr into the driveway. Ashton was a few years older than me, divorced as well, although the ink was barely dry on her settlement with her former-NFL player husband. It gave us an, ahem, healthy budget to work with, but she had so many demands on that budget that I was starting to think we’d never find a home for her.

“Cole?” her voice called from the sprawling foyer.

“Take a right past the stairs,” I said. “I’m in the kitchen.”

“Neighbors are way too close,” she told me as soon as she cleared the arched opening to where I was standing.

I smiled politely even though I wanted to laugh. “I thought you might think so. Do you still want to look around? Backyard is great. It’s got the mature landscaping you’ve been wanting.”

She flipped her long blonde hair over one shoulder and gave my body a slow, obvious look. Whatever perfume she was wearing hit me with the subtlety of a semi carrying a load of bricks. Inwardly, I sighed. More often than not, my single (and sometimes married) female clients undressed me with their eyes so often that I occasionally questioned whether I’d forgotten to zip my fly.

I cleared my throat and she blinked up to my face with an unrepentant curve of her lips. Lips that were just a tad too puffed up to be natural.

“Sure, why not?” she finally answered, leaning her hands on the kitchen island that separated us, causing the tasteful V of her black dress to gape in a way that was absolutely not accidental. Was I tempted to look?

Hell no.

Most men might think I was lying. Completely full of shit. That an obviously beautiful, if overdone, woman was all but offering me her cleavage with a lit-up road map and I wasn’t tempted to drop my eyes past her chin. But I wasn’t.

I wished that I was. I wished that I was tempted by someone like Ashton. She was single. She was beautiful. She’d probably kick me out of the house before my pants were zipped up. For some men, I’m sure she seemed perfect.

But her hair was too light. Too obviously fake. Her nose was too small. Her laugh was too loud, too harsh. She was too short. Though considering that I was almost six five, most women were too short for me.

She wasn’t Julia. None of them were Julia. So I wasn’t tempted. Not once.

When I turned and started talking about the flow between rooms and what they might point out in an inspection, I heard Ashton sigh, but she followed me anyway.

By the time we finished wandering around and heard the final tally of why this house wouldn’t work either, I had a headache creeping up the base of my neck. It was moments like the one earlier with Ashton where I felt defective. Like something vital had broken inside of me when Julia divorced me.

Not so much when she left, because I carried almost a sick level of hope that despite her silence, she’d just show up one day and say she was ready to talk again. When she didn’t, when the silence stretched out from weeks into months into two years, something cracked and moved. Like when the tectonic plates shifted and triggered the slow rolling of the earth, triggering unimaginable destruction, unfixable changes in the structure of an entire place.

Oddly enough though, it didn’t make me feel like less of a man. Not in the way that society might have told me that I was, because only one woman stoked the fire inside of me. It just made me feel empty and aching without her.

Just like she always told me in my dream ... my nightmare, rather.

She had reached into my chest and ripped out my heart. It was hers, and I’d never get it back.
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My house was dark when I walked through the garage door into the kitchen that evening. I could have worked here for the last few hours of the day, but sometimes being in the space by myself was too much to bear. Nothing echoed off the walls except the noises that I made. The click of my glass onto the coffee table or when I walked down the hardwood floor to the master bedroom didn’t make me feel better, feel less alone. Almost like I walked quietly so as not to make any noise. Reminders that I lived alone were better off ignored.

The first thing I did was change into drawstring pajama pants and a t-shirt so I could drink a beer on the couch comfortably. I’d just sat down with an IPA when my phone buzzed with a text from my friend Garrett. I took a deep breath before looking at it. He and his girlfriend Rory were the reason I knew Julia was back in town. A few weeks earlier Rory had let it slip that she was interviewing Julia for a position at the financial firm that she and Garrett ran together, not knowing that I had any connection to her, let alone that I’d been married to her years earlier.

Making a generalization, I didn’t handle it well when I thought they might not hire Julia. Being specific, I lost my damn mind. Last week, maybe a little bit longer, I called and harassed him at work to hire Julia, and for the first time in our six-year long friendship, we’d fought.

Garrett and I hadn’t spoken since, and I almost caused the end of his relationship with Rory. It wasn’t their fault that hearing Julia’s name made me completely unable to stay at the emotional capacity of a normal, sane person. The guilt of what I’d said to Garrett gnawed at me, but I’d avoided him because close behind the guilt was an overwhelming shame at how I’d treated my friend.

I’d never spoken to my friends about what happened between me and Julia. Apologizing to Garrett, something that I knew that I needed to do, felt like I was opening Pandora’s Box when it came to Julia. And I still wasn’t sure I was ready to do that. A pathetic excuse for why I hadn’t done it yet, but it was still true.

But that didn’t change the fact that I’d been a capital A Asshole. Demanding was a tepid word for how I’d last spoken to him. I’d disrespected him, and worse, I’d disrespected Rory by demanding that Garrett hire Julia without Rory’s knowledge, without her consent.

After taking a weighted breath, I swiped open the text.

Garrett: You home?

Me: Yeah, come on over.

Garrett, just like our three other friends, Dylan, Michael and Tristan, lived in the same neighborhood that I did, The Ridge at Alta Vista, so it only took a few minutes to hear a soft knock on the front door. My brows lifted in surprise when he didn’t barge in like usual, so I went to open the door. When I was met by Rory instead of Garrett, I let out an extremely intelligent, “Umm, hi?”

Rory was beautiful. Striking and tall, with long blonde hair and unusually blue eyes that missed nothing. Her sharp features were trained on me without so much as a smile on her face. She arched one brow when I didn’t move out of the doorway. Then she lifted a six-pack of beer. “I was told to bring these for entrance.”

“Right.” I backed up a step and motioned for her to come in. This was the first time I’d ever been around just Rory, and I felt a pinch of awkwardness that I wasn’t accustomed to. “Sorry, I was expecting Garrett.”

Her heels sounded foreign on the floor, a sound I wasn’t accustomed to in my home given that Julia had never lived here. After she set the beer down on the counter, she made a sharp turn to face me. “I know. He told me he was coming over and I changed his mind.”

I smiled a little, scratching the side of my face. “Wish I could have seen that.”

“Well,” she said with a tiny smile of her own, “I decided to give you an opportunity to apologize to my face for being an asshole.”

Ball-buster. I believe that was the appropriate adjective for Rory in that moment. The woman had no fear on her face and not even the slightest appearance of apprehension at talking to me like that, even though she didn’t really know me. Then I laughed, because it was so obvious why she was good for Garrett. Dude needed someone like her to keep him in check.

Rory arched that brow again when I laughed, so I gestured at the family room. “Care to sit?”

She nodded and took a seat in the closest chair to the kitchen, giving me an expectant look while I took one opposite of her. Having her in front of me, perched primly on the black patterned chair made me feel like I was sitting in front of the principal or something. In truth, I think I felt nervous because Rory was my link. My only real link to Julia’s unexpected presence in Colorado. She’d sat in the same room as her. Had spoken to her. Heard her voice.

Even though it killed me not to, I didn’t ask about Julia. I rubbed my hands along the tops of my thighs before meeting Rory’s implacable face. Even though I hadn’t been expecting her, the days since my argument with Garrett had given me plenty of time to think about what I would say to him when I got the chance. Rory too.

“Rory, I am sorry for a lot of things. I’m sorry that I made you come here when it was long overdue that I seek you and Garrett out. I’m sorry that I lost my temper on Garrett when it has nothing to do with him, and I’m truly, deeply sorry that I spoke about you in a way that was completely unacceptable. I hope you can forgive me.”

Her eyes searched my face, like any kernel of dishonesty would seep through my skin, but she must have been satisfied with what she saw because after a few long moments, she nodded. “Apology accepted.”

“Thank you,” I said on an exhale. If someone had spoken about Julia the way I had about Rory, I would have gone homicidal. I couldn’t help but respect Garrett for knowing she was capable of fighting her own battles.

“Don’t do it again though,” she warned with slightly narrowed eyes. “I don’t care how you much you loved her. Love doesn’t give you leave to treat people like shit.”

“Love,” I corrected gently. At her confused expression, I said it again. “Love. Not loved. I still love her.”

Rory’s face softened, but only a tiny bit. “Okay. Same principle applies. Garrett is your friend, which means you four giant bundles of testosterone are a package deal because I love him. And if you’re my friend now too, that means I’ll speak to you honestly. I don’t know what happened to end your marriage, it’s not important that I do.”

I nodded, gritting my teeth against the influx of emotions that were packed into words like what happened to end your marriage. As if it could be contained into six simple words. Years of heartache and tears and disappointed hopes that continually got jammed into a powder keg with a hair trigger ready for one massive explosion.

Rory gently touched my knee and I looked back up at her, trying to push past the things filtering through my head. “But what is important is that you know I respect you enough to be honest with you.”

“Thank you,” I told her in a gruff voice. Rory was only the third woman that I could consider a friend since Julia left. Garrett’s sister Anna was one, and Kat, Dylan’s girlfriend, was the other. Rory was an interesting addition, with a clear steel backbone and bracing honesty. But I liked it. I liked her.

When she cleared her throat, I realized that she wasn’t finished. “In the vein of honesty, I’ll put you out of your misery and tell you that I’m going to offer Julia the job.”

My breath left me so quickly and so heavily that I felt a wave of light-headedness. Like my ribs were too big for my skin, fairly bursting at the edges of my body in an attempt to corral my heart. “Thank you.”

Apparently, it was the only thing I was capable of saying to her now.

“Garrett didn’t want to. Mainly because of your history with her.” She held my eyes and dared me to argue. I swallowed everything back, determined not to meet her low expectations of my ability to deal with all things Julia. I couldn’t blame her for them. “But I’m ignoring that because she’s the best for the job.”

I nodded, breathing through the swell of nerves skittering over my skin.

“However,” Rory said softly, “I will be telling her that you’re Garrett’s friend when I offer her the job. I won’t let her walk into that kind of situation blindly.”

And just like that, I was screwed. Julia all but vanished in front of me, her fingers outstretched in a thin film of smoke that would dissipate the second I tried to touch her.

I pinched the bridge of my nose until my eyes burned. When I dropped my hand, Rory was watching me patiently.

“You’re doing the right thing,” I told her after another few seconds of silence. Another tiny corner of my heart shriveled up into a thick, dark, viscous thing, just like it always did when I realized just how far away Julia was from me. She could have been sitting right next to me, and she’d be a continent away. Eventually, I’d be like the Grinch, a heart that was three sizes too small in the massive cavity of my chest.

“I know I am.” Rory smiled, but it was sad. “I’m sorry, Cole. This can’t be easy for you.”

When she stood, I did the same. She paused before walking out the door and I gave her the most honest answer I could. “It never gets easier.”


Two

Julia




Through the bustle of Union Station, I took a deep breath from the mug parked under my nose. French Roast, or anything other than the lightest of roasts loaded down with cream, wasn’t my typical choice. But I was tired. Like I could fit four small children into the bags under my eyes because they were so big.

Before I saw her, I heard Aurora (I’d heard her colleagues call her Rory, but I didn’t feel like I was at nickname status yet. Potential boss and all) approach by the fast click of her heels on the marble floor. I smiled, because she walked with so much purpose, you’d think she was about to start a war council, not meet little ol’ me for coffee.

We’d only met in person once before, when I interviewed for the director of marketing position at Calder Financial Services a couple weeks prior. Our phone calls had always been pleasant, a warmth coming through in her voice that didn’t match her uber-collected, icy blonde exterior the first time she shook my hand across the conference room table.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said with a hint of a smile, belying the fact that she knew she wasn’t actually late but was being polite anyway.

I waved her off. “You’re not. This,” I gestured to the sprawling open area of the main terminal of Union Station, the arched windows and sharp marble floors that I’d already fallen in love with, “wasn’t even a thing the last time I was in Denver, so I wanted to check it out before you got here. I can see why you wanted to meet here.”

While she shrugged her purse onto the table in between us, she narrowed her eyes in my direction. “I can’t remember. How many years were you away?”

Six years, four months and five days. Give or take a handful of hours.

“Half a dozen or so,” was the answer I gave instead. Must not look like a psycho in front of the nice woman who would possibly offer me the job I so desperately wanted. I didn’t need the job, I could admit that much. My savings were padded quite nicely after the sale of my house in Connecticut three months earlier, but idle hands and me did not mix. What was that saying? They were the devil’s playground? Something like that.

I could feel the restlessness trickling into my veins. I needed something to do every day besides wait on my sister Brooke, who was bedridden by doctor’s orders.

“Do you want some coffee?” I asked Aurora when I realized she was still watching me with a thoughtful look on her face instead of responding to what I’d said.

She shook her head, crossed one long leg over the other and settled more fully into the dark leather chair across from me. “I’d like to offer you the job at CFS.”

A sharp breath pushed out of my lungs, heavy with relief. When I set a hand to my chest, I laughed at Aurora. “Goodness, you had me nervous for a minute. That’s wonderful, thank you.”

But instead of smiling back, she lifted a finger like, well, just wait a hot second before you go cashing your first check. If a finger could say all of that, at least. “We had a couple really good candidates. But you’re the best for the job. We want to grow, and I think you’d fit perfectly with the vision that Garrett and I have for the company.”

I nodded. I hadn’t met Garrett Calder, but I knew he was the CEO. Young, from what I could see on the company’s website. Young and handsome, but that was neither here nor there. I’d worked for good looking men back east, and I had no problem slipping on the hot man blinders when I was at the office.

“He’s my boyfriend,” she said next and I blinked. Okay. Maybe Aurora didn’t have those blinders. “Feels ridiculous to use that word over the age of thirty, but anything else sounds silly. He’s my significant other, and fortunately we’ve been able to find a balance of work and our personal life.”

“Oh,” I replied slowly, trying to figure out why she was telling me as part of my job offer. “Congratulations?”

She laughed under her breath, pulled the end of her sleek blond ponytail over one shoulder, the light color a jarring contrast with the black blazer she wore. “There’s a point, I promise.”

Quite belatedly, I realized that Aurora’s movements betrayed just a hint of nerves. Nerves and offering someone a job didn’t usually go together, especially with someone like her; the gorgeous, smart, Amazon woman who looked like she could run with the world with one hand tied behind her back. Okay, I was just as tall as Aurora, I guess it was horribly hypocritical for me to call her Amazon woman when I’d had nicknames like that my entire life.

“You sure you don’t want a coffee?” I asked her gently, wanting her to feel at ease. If we were going to work together, her being my boss and all, I wanted to start this relationship off on the right foot. “We’ve got time.”

Then she met my eyes with a startling directness. “The reason I wanted to meet with you to give you the job offer is because there’s something I want to tell you before you decide whether you’re going to accept it or not.”

Decide whether I was going to accept it? I didn’t think my tongue would be able to form the words fast enough to accept it, but I swallowed the words back and let her finish. Something uncomfortable niggled at my stomach, a tiny worm of doubt that threatened whatever excitement had sprouted there first. When Aurora took a deep breath, the worm grew bigger, the excitement just a little bit smaller.

“I thought you deserved to know that Garrett is good friends with Cole.”

Wham. A rock against my temple, an anvil to the gut, maybe even a steel pipe sliding through my heart would have surprised me less. I sat forward, balancing my elbows on my thighs and covering my mouth with both hands, actively using my nose to pull in the slowest breath in the history of breaths. I counted to ten before looking at her again. Then once more. I might have made it to forty before I felt like I could uncover my mouth without puking my coffee up.

“W-what?” I whispered shakily, rubbing at my temple like it would center my racing thoughts. Cole. Oh, Cole. How did he always find himself right back into the foundation of my world when I wasn’t paying attention? I couldn’t say anything other than that, my heart thundering in my chest and my ribs threatening to break under the weight of the galloping rhythm.

Cole.

Cole.

Cole.

I’d shoved him so far down into the darkest corners of my memories, of my heart, because I couldn’t bear to pull him any higher. I couldn’t for fear that thinking about him too much would send me straight back to the place I’d been when I’d left him. Even moving back here to the city that we’d lived when we were married, I didn’t unchain him from the safe place I’d locked him up. Denial, stupid, simple denial that had worked pretty damn well until Aurora said his name.

Somewhere in between my fuzzy, jumbled, stupefied thoughts, I noticed that Aurora had moved into the chair next to me and laid her hand on my back. The small circles that she rubbed between my shoulder blades gradually slowed my breathing from panic-attack levels.

“Here, have some water,” she said quietly, handing me an unopened bottle that she fished from her purse. I couldn’t refuse, didn’t even really particularly want to, so I did as she said, taking a few long sips of the tepid, room temperature water.

“I’m so sorry,” I croaked, attempting a smile in her direction, but it probably looked as pained as it felt. “I just ... didn’t expect you to say that.”

“I know. And maybe I should have had you come into the office. Given us some privacy.”

She glanced around, but nothing registered on her face, so maybe no one noticed my little (big) freak-out.

After another round of deep breaths did little to calm the waves of unexpected chaos in my head, I sat back and tilted my chin up to the ceiling. I didn’t want to ask Aurora anything, but I didn’t think I couldn’t. So without risking a glance at her, I went ahead and asked, “What did he tell you?”

“Cole?”

I nodded.

“About your relationship?”

I nodded again, belly quivering at what she might say.

“Barely anything. Honestly, I don’t know Cole all that well. When I mentioned your name in casual conversation, no clue what I was stepping into, it was only the second time I’d ever met him.”

A hysterical laugh bubbled up my throat, but it was preferable to breaking down in spine-cracking sobs, which was the only other alternative. Imagining the look on his face when he heard my name, the shock that must have stamped over his strong, handsome face, I felt the burn press against my vocal chords. An unsteady stuttering of my heart made me look over at Aurora. Her blue eyes held so much sympathy that I wanted to bolt. Wanted to run so fast and so far.

But that was always my problem, wasn’t it? I knew Cole would agree to that. That when all that big emotion pressed up against me, I ran from it, ran from the things that I struggled to put a name to, that struggled to swallow me whole. Staying in the same place with him every time we had a pregnancy test come back with a negative instead of a positive, after all the hormones and the acupuncture and the nasty teas, every time he found me curled up in a ball in our bed and sobbing quietly into my pillow so he might not hear me, had taken every shred of my strength for years. Until one day all the shreds were gone. Until they were frayed and fragile and couldn’t hold me up anymore.

So I ran.

I ran from a man who loved me with every fiber of his being.

And in that moment with Aurora, I wanted to run again. Instead, I took a slow sip of my lukewarm coffee and pulled a leg up into the chair so I could face her more fully. When I tucked my foot under, the sharp press of the heel served as a strangely grounding sensation.

“I bet that went over well.” When Aurora looked confused for a second, I knew I’d been quiet much longer than I realized. “When you said my name,” I clarified.

She chuckled, lifting her eyebrows briefly. “Honestly? He kissed me when I explained that I was interviewing you. Garrett hadn’t even heard your name before that, so he and the guys were pretty shocked.”

Aurora kept talking like she hadn’t said Cole kissed her. Like my brain wouldn’t throw up some massive iron brakes at the thought. “He ... he kissed you?”

“Yeah. Garrett about ripped his arm out of the socket yanking him off me.” Even though the words came out with a slightly annoyed edge, there was a satisfactory smirk on her face that told me she loved it. She glanced at me again. “Look, I won’t say anything else if you’re not ready to hear about it.”

Feeling the chains of the last few years press against my shoulders, I rubbed at a random spot on my forehead. “It’s not about being ready. Sometimes I don’t think I’d ever be ready to hear about him again.”

“Your divorce was that ugly?” she asked quietly.

A hot brick of tears lodged in my stomach, threatening to push its way up my unwilling throat. “I didn’t give it the chance to be ugly. If I’d seen him one more time, one single time, I wouldn’t have been able to leave him.”

With all the people milling around us, completely oblivious to my world imploding, Aurora couldn’t possibly know that I’d never admitted that out loud before. Not to Brooke, not anyone. At my disposal, I had a convenient list of reasons why I’d left. Why I’d frozen him out so completely. We’d had years of arguments and tension harbored by disappointed hopes and an unwillingness to see where the other person was coming from. The only other people who could truly understand were other couples who fought the same battle we had for the majority of our marriage. Some had worked it out, others hadn’t. If I’d actually spoken to a counselor, or a support group, I’m sure they wouldn’t have blamed me for being too exhausted to keep trying. But in the same part of my heart that I’d locked Cole, I knew that he could’ve convinced me to stay if I’d had the courage to face him again. It wouldn’t have been hard for him to, either.

“Well, shit. That’s ... really depressing, Julia.”

My answering laugh was thick with emotion and I managed a genuine smile. “Agreed.”

Aurora clapped her hands together before she stood and made her way back to her chair across from me. “Okay. Moving on. Now that you’re not going to lose it in the middle of this very nice building and you know the big thing that I was nervous to tell you, are you going to come and work with me?”

I dropped my head in my hands and laughed. When I looked back up at her, I slicked my hair back from my face and took about two seconds to make my decision. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”

“To my knowledge, Cole has never randomly stopped by the office,” she said. “If that helps.”

“Doesn’t matter,” I told her honestly. “He would if he knew I worked there.” Unthinkingly, my hands curled into a fist and I pressed it over my heart. “I can’t do it, Aurora.”

“Rory,” she said with a smile. “My friends call me Rory.”

“Are we friends?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “I’d like to be. I don’t have many girlfriends, Julia. I don’t make that offer lightly.”

“So I’d be like, part of a VIP club?”

Her smile was part amused, part self-deprecating. “Sure. If you want to think of it that way. It’s more like I’ve never cared to try before Garrett.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s social. I’m trying to break from my complete introvert lifestyle, but it’s still a work in progress.”

The overwhelming desire to ask how long Garrett had been friends with Cole, or where they met, if she knew how he was doing, took me by surprise. Naturally, I sank my teeth into my tongue so that I didn’t act on it. Having a friend in Denver besides Brooke would be nice.

“I’d be happy to help then,” I said honestly. Rory looked intimidating at first glance, but sometimes I felt like that was a tall girl curse. One that I knew well, even though I didn’t have the striking beauty that she did. I was more girl-next-door than model beautiful. “Any chance you’d keep that from Garrett?” I risked asking.

“No,” she answered with a smile. “I won’t lie to him. But don’t worry. He’s such a guy, he won’t think to pass along to Cole if you and I meet for sangria some night.”

Rory’s easy refusal to keep something from her significant other pricked at me, not in a painful way. It fell somewhere more along the lines of envy. But then again, I’d probably felt like that at one time too. When I was twenty and newly married to a handsome man who made me feel like a queen, who I wanted to love and take care of and grow old with and start a family with ... immediately.

That train of thought would get me nowhere fast, so I blinked out of it while Rory stood to give me a quick hug. “I have to get back to the office.”

“Of course.” I picked up my purse. “I appreciate you telling me, Rory. That couldn’t have been easy.”

“It wasn’t,” she said. “Selfishly, I wanted to keep that from you until the ink was dry on your employment contract, but then the angel on my shoulder slapped the hell out of me.”

I laughed and shook my head. “I’m glad it did.”

Rory eyed me for a second. “Can I be honest?”

“Of course.”

“Obviously, I don’t know you very well, but it seems to me that your past will keep messing up your present unless you face it head on.” She smiled gently and slipped her messenger bag over her shoulder before I could react to what she’d said. “If you change your mind about the job, let me know.”

I smiled at her and she walked away, but I felt frozen in my seat. Facing my past head-on felt like sitting on a roller coaster with no option for a seat belt. Insane, terrifying, unthinkable. Unthinkable because of how wide the chasm was, how deep the emotional wounds were.

Eventually, I stood from my chair and wandered through downtown Denver, not stopping in any shops or even seeing what was in the windows. By the time I made it back to my car, the sun was starting to fall behind the mountains, the vivid orange and pink clinging to the tips of the jagged peaks.

There was so much rolling through my head, the things Rory had told me and the fact that I just turned down a job that I’d been genuinely excited about, thoughts of Cole that I hadn’t entertained in so long that I couldn’t even turn the key and start the car. Maybe that should have concerned me, but the only thing it did was make me sad.

If I thought I was capable of sitting down with Cole and facing our past, the way Rory said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world, I would have done it. Just the thought made my chest seize, my stomach bottom out. The worst possible version of myself was what waited for me if that situation ever happened. The part of me that was weak and selfish, that ran away from a man who loved me, who I had loved completely. That’s what waited for me in revisiting my past. The Julia that I hated, that I actively ignored.

My brain and heart were so full of emotions, things that I couldn’t even define, that I realized why it all felt so different.

I’d spent six years, four months and a handful of days emptying those emotions out for my sanity. Feeding the weakest parts of me by shoving them all away. And apparently, the other parts of me, the parts that still had the invisible string connecting me to my old life, to Cole, weren’t having it anymore.

Awesome.

With a deep, cleansing breath, I started my car and drove back to my sister’s apartment.
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“Honey, I’m home,” I called out when I shoved through the heavy metal door of Brooke’s one bedroom apartment. Since it was all of eight hundred square feet, I could hear her snicker from where she was propped up on her bed. My drive from downtown back out into the suburbs outside of Denver gave me plenty of time to stem the tide of crazy that Rory unknowingly triggered.

Which was a good thing, because by the time I dropped my purse onto the floor and turned the corner into Brooke’s bedroom, I needed to be steady. After so many years of never feeling the roll of a child in my belly, I’d perfected steady every time I saw someone rub slow circles over their own. And seeing my little sister do it? Especially since she hadn’t meant to get pregnant meant that steady was necessary.

I loved Brooke. I’d step in front of a moving car for Brooke. But I couldn’t stop the dull ache in my heart when I saw her experiencing something that Cole and I would have given anything to go through. Especially considering that my complete and utter inability to let go of that dream was the catalyst for me leaving.

Brooke smiled at me from her new prison, as she called it, considering she’d been placed on bed rest two weeks earlier than her doctor expected to avoid going into preterm labor with the twins that currently fought for space in her formerly thin torso. “So? Did you get the job?”

Explaining what had taken place with Rory sounded about as fun as an appendectomy without anesthesia. Especially because Brooke had always been Team Cole. She’d taken the reins as Queen of all things guilt-trip after I left him and then our subsequent divorce. If I told her about Rory’s little nugget of information, she’d break her bed rest mandate and drive me over to CFS to sign the paperwork before the day’s end. More than that, she’d probably start combing the streets of the greater Denver area in hopes of a Cole sighting.

“No,” I told her with a smile that hopefully looked disappointed. “It wasn’t a good fit, I guess.”

“Whores. Should we egg their cars?”

I laughed while I sat on the edge of her bed and reached out to tweak the end of her dark hair. “Probably not.”

Brooke dropped her head back onto her pillow. “Damn. That would have been something fun for me to look forward to.”

“You’re not supposed to get out of bed. How exactly would you be able to egg someone’s car?”

Her smile was easy and it helped chase away some of the dark circles under her eyes. “I’d manage the project. You could push me around in a wheelchair and I’d hand over the perfect eggs.”

The big sister in me wanted to smooth over those dark circles with my thumb, try to see if I could erase them. Of course, it wasn’t that simple. So instead, I laid my hand over her swollen belly and felt for some gently rolling body parts. When an elbow or foot pressed back against my hand, I smiled. “How are my favorite niece and nephew?”

“Rude. They keep shoving down on my bladder.”

“What little jerks. Almost like they have nowhere else to go, huh?”

Brooke grunted and shifted onto her hip. “How am I going to survive the next twelve weeks in this freaking bed? I think I’ll die of boredom before I give birth.”

“Good thing you’re not being dramatic about it all. It’s only twelve weeks if you make it to forty.”

She narrowed her eyes over the rim of her hot pink water jug. Then she set it back down on her bedside table. “You know, if you hadn’t just uprooted your entire life in order to help me because my ex is a giant douchebag with no balls or sense of responsibility, I’d really give you shit for that comment.”

I stood with a laugh. “Glad I’m safe for the moment. What’d you do while I was gone?”

Her arms spread out in a magnanimous gesture. “Why, I made sure that this bed stayed in one spot by weighing it down with my giant ass.”

Before leaving the room, I gave the top of her head a patronizing pat that I knew she’d hate. “Well done. Did your realtor get back to you with some options?”

Brooke hummed in agreement. “Sure did. He sent me four places I’m really excited about. I was just about to email him that you’d be meeting him in my place.”

“Good. Because taking those babies home to this place would be a wee bit cramped.”

We both looked around and started laughing. Brooke had shared the small apartment with her ball-less, devoid of responsibility ex-boyfriend for the last two years of their unfortunately long relationship, and for them it had been too small. Now that I was bunked on the couch in the space that might be referred to as a family room, if it wasn’t so tiny, and two little babies with an arrival date only a couple months out, she needed a house like yesterday. Focusing on that was good for me. Taking care of my sister when she needed me, needed family was my priority, not worrying about someone who wasn’t part of my life anymore.

It was probably for the best that the job at CFS hadn’t worked out anyway. Sure, it was perfect for me and I’d loved the idea of working with Rory, but my move back to Denver wasn’t just about me. The last thing I needed was to be gone forty plus hours a week right now. Yes, I’d been getting bored the last couple weeks, but once we found a house for her, that would change. Packing and moving, prepping a house for the babies would keep me nice and busy. Brooke’s cell phone beeped with a FaceTime request and we both groaned.

“Why did we show Mom how to use that again?” she asked from behind her hands.

With my eyes closed from the impending exhaustion I was about to feel, I shook my head. “No freaking idea. We have to tell her that there’s a data limit or something. Maybe they’ll stop.”

Brooke accepted the call and we pasted matching smiles on our faces and looked into the screen. My mom’s forehead was centered in the screen, waaaaay closer than it needed to be. So all we could see was her silvery hairline, wrinkle-free forehead and her eyebrows.

“Mom,” Brooke said, “pull the phone back a little bit. We can’t see your face.”

She did. “Well, I’m just trying to get a good look at you two. You look haggard, Brooke. Didn’t you shower today?”

“Nope. I’m making Julia give me sponge baths now. She loves it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Hi, Mom. You guys having fun, fun, fun in Italy?”

“It’s so cold. Holy Mother of Mary, I told your father we should have come in the spring again, but he insisted.”

If we weren’t looking directly into a camera where she could judge our every move, Brooke and I would have shared a look. A so why are you spending four months there kind of look. As much as it bugged me that they hadn’t changed their plans to help with Brooke, it was nice to not have them breathing down our necks all the time. Over-bearing expectations and passive aggressive guilt trips were created and perfected by Catalina and Marcus Rossi.

“So why are you spending four months there?” Brooke asked flatly. I smothered my laugh by turning it into a cough.

Mom arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Because we always come to Italy for four months a year. It wouldn’t do if we stopped the tradition now.”

The fact that my sister and I hadn’t stayed in the quasi-Italian, quasi-WASPy mold that we’d been brought up in never failed to bug the hell out of our parents. Given that I was thirty-four, divorced and childless was a massive blight on their record. Brooke might have been pregnant, which brought no end of joy to my dad, but she hadn’t been married and would now be a single mother.

Our dad’s face popped over Mom’s shoulder and he looked over both of us with pursed lips.

“Hi, Dad,” we said in unison.

“How are the babies?” he asked before we even finished.

“Still camping out comfortably in my uterus, thank you for asking.”

“You sure it’s a boy and girl?” He squinted down at the bottom of the camera like he’d be able to see them. “You sure the ultrasound wasn’t wrong?”

I shook my head and rubbed a hand up Brooke’s back.

“No, Dad,” she responded with a blithe smile. “Still just one boy, one girl. Sorry to disappoint you.”

His answering grunt had me looking away from the camera, fighting a roll of nausea.

How can you let their ridiculous demands weigh on you so much, Julia? They don’t own you, they don’t own our relationship. We can have a family any damn way we want to.

Cole’s voice whispered through my head, triggered by that underwhelmed grunt from my father. I’d heard it so many times. Every time another calendar year flipped over without me adding to the family tree. Everything that I’d managed to hold at bay since I walked back into the apartment crashed over me again. Brooke’s jokes and light-hearted abilities weren’t a match for my parents’ steadfast disappointment at my inability to conceive, at the press of Cole’s memory pushing at the limits of my heart. The thick walls of skin around that life-giving organ had held him just fine until a couple hours ago.

Now they felt thin and unstable, like the slightest push of the wrong memory would make them collapse completely. Brooke grabbed my hand and squeezed, almost as if she could sense my impending breakdown. Even though she had no idea what I’d learned from Rory, the way my parents badgered me about my infertility was no secret. It was shoved under a harsh spotlight now that Brooke was pregnant. The fact that she was unmarried was one ding against her in my parents’ eyes. The fact that the baby daddy had run as far and as fast as he could was another, but even with those things against her, she’d been given a Get out of Jail Free card because of it, unable to do any wrong now that she was adding a male to the Rossi family tree.

Something I’d been completely, heart-breakingly, soul-suckingly incapable of doing.

I extracted my hand from hers and stood, ignoring my mom’s inquiries as to what was wrong with me, ignoring my dad talking about whether Brooke would name the boy after him, making him Marcus Leonardo Rossi the third. Somehow, I managed not to slam the bathroom door shut behind me, closing it quietly instead. Their voices were muffled, but I could still hear my dad rambling about something while I braced my hands on the cold porcelain sink. My reflection was fuzzy through the tears that gathered in my eyes.

They didn’t fall though. I breathed steadily until they were gone. One hand went to my stomach and I pressed against it, pressed against the empty cavity that sometimes felt too big for my body to contain. The emptiness in me felt too big, the walls of the bathroom too small, too close. The edges of my vision wavered, and I knew I was one beat away from a panic attack.

Two in one day. Hashtag winning.

But it was unavoidable. Nothing made you feel more defective, more of a failure than the vicious cycle of being infertile. When the only thing your soul cries out for is the feeling, the fullness of your body, the kicks and pushes from something growing inside of you, the weight of them in your arms after so many months of loving them. When you can’t do that, when you face the monthly realization that you’ve failed ... again, the last thing you need is your family to remind you of that failure.

Yeah, panic attacks seemed pretty rational given my already shitty day. My eyes dried out and my heart slowed down after a few long minutes. My hair hung around my face, so I fished a hair tie out of my front pocket and wrapped it all up into a heavy, messy bun on the top of my head. They were still on the phone, which meant I had to be somewhere else.

Anywhere else.

When I left the bathroom, I mouthed grocery store at Brooke and got a sad smile in return. The pity stamped all over her face made me want to claw my skin off. Being single for so many years had tempered people’s pity a bit. Tempered the way people tiptoed around announcing their pregnancy in front of me, or the looks they gave me at baby showers while people cooed over onesies and impossibly small shoes. Like the fact that I didn’t have Cole anymore had lessened my desire to hold my own child in my arms.

My shaking hands gripped the railing of the stairs when I walked back down to the parking lot. On auto-pilot, I drove to the King Soopers down the street, passing a couple subdivisions on the way, places I didn’t recognize. So much was new since I’d moved away from Denver. In some ways, it helped.

If everything had stayed frozen the way I remembered it with Cole, it might have been harder to return. Been harder to slip back into day-to-day life there. When I pulled into a parking space toward the front of the lot, I took a few minutes to steady myself again.

Then I laughed, dropping my forehead to the steering wheel. This day was one for the freaking books. Maybe they sold Xanax at the grocery store now, and I could chase away the crawling sensation of being crazy. I guess wine would have to do for the time being. So I marched for that aisle first, snatching a basket and avoiding eye contact with the woman who was giving me a strange look.

Three bottles clanked together in the bottom of the basket when I hooked it on my arm and walked slowly back down the aisle. Honestly, I didn’t even know what kind they were. The bottles were at eye level and filled with wine. Good enough for me.

Instead of checking out and cracking one of them in the parking lot, I figured it was prudent to grab a few things that weren’t alcohol-based in nature. Aimlessly, I wandered, grabbing a few boxes of crackers and some cookies. My small basket was packed full and I paused before going down the next row, trying to decide if I needed a cart. I could add more wine that way.

In the second I paused to think about it, my eyes lifted up to the end of the aisle, blinking at the tall, broad-shouldered man that stood at the opposite side.

And my heart exploded in my chest, a messy, visceral explosion, when I saw his profile.

Cole.

I yanked back behind the end cap and peeked over a row of pasta sauce jars to make sure I hadn’t lost my damn mind. That I wasn’t imagining him standing there because of how my day had played out.

Nope. No. Oh holy shit, no, he was not a specter sent to haunt me.

His dark hair was shorter than the last time I’d seen him, his frame larger. My stomach turned in on itself at the insane moment. The tears I’d pushed down in Brooke’s bathroom spilled over my cheeks while I stared at him. His arm reached out to pluck a box of pasta from the shelf, and the way his forehead furrowed while he read the label made me back up a step so I couldn’t see him for a beat. Like I was capable of not looking again. Ha.

The universe hated me.

A hysterical giggle lodged in my throat when I considered that the entire freaking cosmos was playing a joke on me, that I might have been living so close to Cole that we shared a grocery store for the last month. And no matter how much I wanted that wine, my feet had already angled toward the exit. When he started to turn in my direction, I didn’t think, didn’t question.

I shoved my basket onto an empty bottom shelf and turned to leave, plowing into the chest of a store employee carrying an armful of canned vegetables, which hit the ground with awkward, loud bounces.

Go! I screamed in my head. But my head lifted instead.

His eyes locked on mine, widening in the next heartbeat.

“Julia,” he called out, the hoarse crack in his deep voice opening a chasm in between my ribs.

And I was gone, fleeing the store without a backwards glance.
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I shoved my cart away from me and took off, making a fast sidestep to avoid the employee on the floor who was gathering the fallen cans. Someone shouted at me to watch where I was going, but I couldn’t even stop to apologize. My heart thundered in my ears as I cleared the doors of the store and looked around the parking lot frantically to see if I could spot Julia.

Julia.

“Oh God,” I breathed, not sure if it was a prayer or a curse. Both of my hands gripped the sides of my head, trying to contain the frantic racing of my brain. It was her, I knew it was her. She wasn’t as thin as before, her hair darker, but it was her.

To my right there was a loud slamming of a car door and I jogged toward the noise, and there she was. Slumped into the driver’s seat, with her head in her hands. Her shoulders were shaking. She was crying, I knew it like I knew my name.

In one breath, I knew I couldn’t go after her. If I became that man, pounding on the car window, trying to open a locked door, I’d push her away forever. She’d close in on herself, stiffen her spine and convince herself that I was insane, that what I felt for her was too much. Maybe it was, but fate or destiny, God or whatever the hell she wanted to call it, had handed her back into my life. Had handed me back into hers.

So I stood there and just looked, took the greediest, most selfish moment I could remember and just stared at her. Her back expanded on a deep breath. Her hair, a darker shade of brown than when I last saw her, was piled on her head in a messy bun, which was very unlike her. Unlike the Julia that I used to know.

I wanted to know this Julia. Wanted to sit and watch her for hours, let her show me this new version of her that had formed over the past handful of years.

When she dropped her hands and wiped at her cheeks, I felt the gut punch of seeing her face so fully for the first time, now that the searing moment of shock was gone. The slope of her nose that had the slightest bump at the bridge, breaking up the perfection of her features. The bow of her lips when she blew out a breath. I was far enough away that I couldn’t see the dark sweep of her lashes, but I knew how they curved, how they framed her hazel eyes.

There were a million things that I loved about her face, but her eyes topped the list. I’d never seen eyes like Julia’s, streaks of brown and gold and green that showed every single thing she was thinking.

I swiped a hand over my mouth when she turned the key in the ignition, fighting against the screaming instinct to go after her. Every shred of me that was pragmatic and rational, weighing all of my options carefully before deciding on a course of action, was completely silent, completely still.

Probably because there was absolutely nothing rational about how I felt about her. It’s why I hadn’t touched another woman since the day she walked out, why my wasted heart still ached for her after years of silence. But despite those things, I stood there in the parking lot and watched her drive away.

Numbly, and after she’d been out of sight for at least five minutes, I walked back into the store and paid for my abandoned groceries. I drove back home, finding myself watching for her modest gray car as I did. If she was at my usual store, it probably meant she was staying somewhere close. That made me smile a little as I put the food away into cupboards and the fridge.

The rest of the evening passed in a blur, and I stared blankly at the screen of my laptop while I pretended to work. Memories of Julia from before mixed with the new glimpses of Julia today on repeat, sapping any focus I might have had. It felt like destiny. It felt like we’d never reach a point in our lives where we’d truly be free of each other.

With a rough laugh, I realized it was exactly like when we’d met, the long fingers of fate reaching in to rearrange our lives so that we were pointed in each other’s direction. At nineteen, you don’t assume you’ll meet the woman who’ll own your soul, but that’s exactly how it played out.

I curled my fingers around the cold neck of a bottle of beer and thought about it again, one of the memories that I replayed often when I felt low. I’d picked up my dry cleaning at the cheapest place close to campus, not looking underneath the white plastic sleeve that was supposed to hold my suit for a winter formal that weekend. When I got back to my dorm room, uncovering a scarlet red dress was not what I was expecting. There was no name attached to the bag, but I took a second to look at the really, really hot dress before covering it back up and heading back to the dry cleaner. The tiny woman behind the counter was ancient and didn’t speak a word of English, unlike the guy who had helped me earlier in the day. I’d uncovered the dress gave her a look like, isn’t it obvious what my problem is?

She’d only laughed, saying something that I couldn’t understand and pointing at the short dress that I held in my hands. Behind us, the door had swung open and someone delicately cleared their throat.

“It’s definitely not your color, so I don’t dare ask what you’re doing with my dress.”

When I turned and saw her, saw Julia, I stopped breathing.

It was all of her, the smile, the tiny dimple, the amused glint in her incredible eyes, the impossibly long legs that I knew would be showing underneath the small dress I was still in possession of. Every piece of her took my breath away.

I felt like an oaf, a huge, lumbering oaf standing there and gaping at her. She’d lifted an eyebrow and her smile widened. “Are you going to give it back? Because if not, I’ll need a new dress for Saturday and I already blew my budget on that one. Of course, my roommate had to make it worse when she spilled her Boone’s Farm on it before I could even hang it in the closet.”

“Sorry,” I said, shoving it back at her with absolutely no finesse. She only laughed and I’d felt my face heat. Women, I was not a natural with women. I always felt too tall, too big, too awkward. And now there was this beautiful creature looking at me. Words, gone. Face, probably bright red. “I didn’t ... it wasn’t like that.” When I gestured at the woman behind the counter, she was watching us with a giant smile on her weathered face. “It was a mistake. That’s supposed to be my suit, I didn’t know it was wrong until I got back to my room. I’m sorry. I didn’t do anything weird to it, I promise.”

“Well, that’s a relief,” she’d answered, those lips still curved up into a smile. A lot of women might have huffed and snarled at me for being the weird asshole holding their dress, but she hadn’t been like that. She smiled, she laughed, she was so ... so light. I’d wanted to move closer, wanted to be in her gravity, just to see if I could feel that lightness too.

When she looked down to pull her wallet out of her purse, I reached out and stilled her hand. Her eyes whipped up to mine, widening in surprise. And me, I couldn’t move again, couldn’t breathe again, at how her hand felt under mine. She was taller than most women I knew, and there was an insane moment where I realized that it would be so easy to kiss her. All she’d have to do was tilt up her chin, and we’d be so close.

“I already paid for it,” I’d told her in a rough voice, pulling my hand back even though I did not want to. “Please, let me. For all the confusion.”

She was still staring up at me, and she finally nodded. The little old woman broke the moment by chattering away, handing a plastic covered hanger over the counter at me. When I didn’t reach for it, she lifted up the plastic to show my suit.

“Cole?” she asked in a heavily accented voice, pointing at the suit with a gnarled, arthritic finger.

“Yeah, that’s me.” I took the bag and reached for my wallet, but she waved me away with a wink, then lifted her chin behind me. The door swung shut again, and when I looked over my shoulder, the girl was gone. Not questioning why, I’d ran out the door and called out to her.

“Wait, please.”

She stopped, her long hair swinging like a dark gold-colored curtain when she glanced back at me.

“Are you going to the formal this weekend?”

Her eyes searched my face before she answered, and I knew I’d do anything to be able to see her again. This was lightning in my veins, electricity in my heart, something I’d never, ever felt before.

“I am,” she answered, offering nothing else.

For a few charged seconds, we stared at each other. I cleared my throat and shuffled my feet. “I’m Cole.”

Her smile spread across her face. “Julia.”

“Will you save a dance for me this weekend?”

Julia nodded, a shy smile on her face. I was grinning when I walked away. My mom died when I was in high school, and even sick and exhausted from chemo, she’d joked that my future wife would have to be the kind of woman who knocked me on my ass the moment I met her otherwise I’d never pay attention.

How right she was. When I got back to my dorm room, I tapped the edge of the framed picture of my parents and grinned at my mom’s face.

A year later, exactly one year later, we got married at the courthouse downtown in front of my dad and her sister. Her parents thought we were insane and refused to attend. She wore the red dress and I wore my cheap suit and it was perfect.

With a long swallow, I finished my beer and stood from my chair with a sigh. Even when I missed Julia with an ache that was embedded into the marrow of my bones, when it felt impossible that I could ever move on from her, there was an inescapableness to us, to what we were together. It’s why I hadn’t chased after her, why I felt so certain that I’d find her again, that she’d find me somehow, when she was ready.

When I fell into my bed, when my eyes drifted shut and my brain slowed from the events of the day, I knew that I would dream of her. With my arms curled around my pillow and face pressed into it, I prayed for sleep to come quickly, no matter how my dreams of Julia gutted me, just so I could get back to her.
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“Just drop it, Cole,” Julia ground out, showing me her back again. I stood a few feet away from her and fisted my hands at my sides so I didn’t reach out to shake her. Then I tried, thinking that maybe if I shook her that she’d hear me, that she’d actually listen to what I was saying, that she’d see how much this hurt me too.

But my hands didn’t work, they were shackled to my sides with thick, heavy black chains. Helpless. Unable to reach out to her. Unable to do a single thing to make it better for her.

“I get a say in this too, you know,” I snapped back, frustrated by my powerlessness. “This isn’t just about you.”

Julia whipped around, her eyes shining with tears. I hated her tears. Hated how they ripped at my skin and clawed at my heart. “I know that. You think I don’t know that? I’m not a completely selfish person.”

When I didn’t agree with her, didn’t verbally back that up, she gasped and stepped back like I’d told her she was. My mouth was zipped shut, and not because I was trying to speak, but because I’d thought it. I’d thought it more than once over the last four years of trying and failing to conceive.

A tear hit her cheek and I swore under my breath. “I didn’t say you were selfish. Don’t put words in my mouth. You always put words in my mouth.”

“I don’t have to. You’re screaming it at me right now,” she said, her eyes full of naked hurt, full of betrayal. “Without saying a word, you’re screaming it at me.”

My arms lifted out to the side. “But you refuse to even consider adoption. And you won’t tell me why. Every time I want to talk about it with you, you completely shut me out, act like I’m betraying you.”

“I am exhausted, Cole. I can’t keep talking about it with you because you refuse to understand how hard it is for me!”

“Understand? I have been there every step of the way with you for years. I waited to bring this up until six months ago because I hate watching you hurt so much. Nice to know my thoughtfulness is being rewarded like this.”

Julia grew in size, her anger making her tower over me. I shrank, feeling like the tiniest version of myself, like the tiniest version of a man. “Don’t you get it? It feels like a betrayal when you refuse to acknowledge how important it is for me to carry my own child.”

“Our child,” I said in a warning tone. I pointed a shaking finger at her. My rage equaled out our sizes again. “Our child. You always do that. You say your child, your body, your opinion, what your family whispers in your ear and poisons you with. Because it’s all about what you want. You don’t give one shit about what I want.”

“Original.” She shook her head, her hair starting to lick with flames. I reached out to smother them out, to keep them from engulfing her completely but she swatted my hand away. “Blame my family for this. There is nothing wrong with the fact that they’re supporting me in how I want to do this.”

The look I gave her was full of dry disbelief, because it was the only shield that I had from releasing the ugly spew of words that I kept reserved for her parents, especially her father. “Don’t be that person, Julia. You are smart enough to know the difference between support and manipulation.”

“So now I’m stupid.”

“I never said that,” I yelled.

“Oh, I’m smart enough to read between the lines. Your problem is that you care more about whether you’re doing the right thing. Your entire world is so black and white, full of Cole’s rules for how things should be done. And I’m just supposed to toe the line, regardless of how,” she swallowed, clutching a fist over her heart, “of how much my entire soul longs to do it a different way. It’s hard enough to get the pitying looks from everyone else, to have people tiptoe around me when they send me shower invites or birth announcements, when they tell me they’re pregnant. But if you start looking at me differently, I won’t be able to do it, Cole.”

A heavy wave of exhaustion cloaked me, hard iron wrapped around my shoulders. The same words on a different day, more harshly spoken than the last time we’d had this fight. Julia’s eyes were dark and lifeless, the spark that I’d loved so much when we first met completely extinguished. I was tired, but she was sleep-walking, only coming back to me in brief, bright moments of time.

“No, baby,” I groaned, clasping the sides of her face and trying to kiss her. But she was mist, gone the second before my mouth touched hers. When I wheeled around, she was holding her stomach and weeping. I dropped to my knees and pressed my forehead to her middle. “You’ll never have to do this and feel alone.”

Her hands touched the back of my head, raking through my hair and her nails turned into knives. With a hiss, I pulled back and stared up at her. Her eyes were black as coal and she was crying fire. “There’s nothing there, Cole. Why isn’t there anything there?”

I could fix it. I had to be able to fix this for her. Months and months of nothing but disappointment, of wiping tears from her face, of short tempers, of laying in bed and pretending that I didn’t know she was crying quietly into her pillow because I knew she didn’t want to have me hear, I had to be able to fix it. Fix her.

Still on my knees in front of her, like a supplicant praying before a deity, I laid my hands on her stomach and pushed in. She wailed, but I pressed in further only to have her turn into a foggy apparition. The more I tried to dig for something, the wispier she became. My fingers touched air, only cold tendrils over my skin and I started crying.

Why couldn’t I find anything?

Why couldn’t I give her what she wanted?

Failure coated me in a thick dark sludge that I couldn’t wipe off of me, off of my soul. Because I didn’t understand. I didn’t understand my wife, the woman who I loved more than my own life. What did that say about me?

I staggered back to my feet and stammered an apology when she curled into herself and wept. She was getting further and further away. Then I looked down and touched the spot over my heart, felt the fog. My hand felt as far into my chest as possible and there was nothing there. My whole body stretched thin, my skin unable to contain me anymore.

“Julia?” I asked frantically. She was in front of me again, holding my beating heart in her hands. Her fingers were coated in dark blood and I lurched forward, tried to take it back.

But she shook her head, gave me a strange look, unable to figure out what I was doing. “I’m sorry, but you can’t have this back. It’s mine now, Cole. It’s always been mine.”

I woke with a choked gasp, hand clasped over the skin of my chest and I pinched my eyes back shut.

“Son of a bitch,” I whispered.

My phone went off, a lifeline that pulled me from the sickening emptiness that always ended the dream. I grasped it eagerly, taking the reprieve even though I knew I’d relive my nightmare again soon.


Five

Cole




The dream had been even more vivid this time. Julia looked the way she had earlier at the store, not like when we’d had that fight. Her hair was shorter back then, lighter than it was now. And the fight itself, the way it had actually played out, had been much worse than the way it cycled through my tortured subconscious.

She’d called me a self-righteous, stubborn prick.

I’d called her selfish. Called her a coward for not standing up to her family.

The word had barely left my lips before she’d stormed out, slamming the door so hard that it rattled the entire room. Her bag was packed within fifteen minutes, despite my pleading apologies, her car left the driveway shortly after. Three days later, her sister Brooke had showed up with a sad smile on her face and told me she was there to get more stuff. When Brooke’s SUV was filled with boxes, I knew I was in the deepest kind of shit that a man could find himself in with the woman he loved.

I sat up and scrubbed at my face, then leaned over to grab my phone when it went off again. I’d only been asleep for an hour.

Garrett: Get your ass over here. I’m sick of pretending like we’re still in a fight.

It was so Garrett. He, like Michael and Tristan, was one of my oldest friends. They were from the post-Julia phase of my life, as was Dylan, who moved to Colorado a bit over a year ago and also lived in our same neighborhood. Nobody doubted that my stubbornness would likely have outlasted Garrett’s in this particular instance, even though I was the one who owed him an apology. Making amends with Rory was one thing, but Garrett was still one of the people I was closest to, which was the only reason I got my ass out of bed and threw some clothes on.

It was still warm that evening, with November right around the corner. Heading into the busy-ness of the holidays meant a rare lull in my workload. As much as I loved my job, and I did, I always welcomed a couple months of extra free time. People didn’t want to list their homes during the holidays if it was at all possible, nor did people relish the thought of moving in the winter in Colorado.

Before I could text Garrett back, my phone chimed with a new email. Unread notifications made me twitchy, so I clicked over to it to see if it could wait until the next morning. Even though it was a Friday evening, that didn’t mean anything when you worked in real estate. My hours were odd, never the same from week to week. It had been the biggest source of comfort after I signed the divorce papers.

Facing an empty house every night and weekend would have driven me into a padded cell after a few short months. Throwing myself into work, taking every client sent my way and working my ass off is why I was even still standing. The only mistress I could handle was my job.

The email waiting for me was from my new client Brooke Camden, whom I’d sent some initial options just two days prior. I scrubbed my face again, because it had felt like weeks since I’d emailed her.

Hey Cole,

Thank you so much for getting back to me so quickly. I love, love, love all of those options! In my email to your assistant, I mentioned that I’m expecting in a few months. I’m pregnant with twins, and my doctor placed me on bed rest for the remainder of my pregnancy, (I have not gone stir crazy yet, which is a miracle in and of itself, believe me) which makes it all but impossible for me to physically look at the houses with you. My sister is staying with me in my cramped one-bedroom apartment, so she’s equally motivated for me to find a bigger place to welcome my new brood home to. I’ll be sending her in my place to see those first four options. I hope that’s okay. Thank you SO MUCH. You have no idea how much I’m looking forward to working with you. Seriously.

Brooke

She included her cell phone, which I quickly saved into my contacts. When I read through her email again, I got that same nagging sensation that she was someone I knew, especially given how she ended it. But Brooke was a common enough name, so I shot her a succinct reply that meeting with her sister would be fine with me and that I’d let her know when I had the first showing set up, along with my cell number, saying that if texting was easier for her, it worked for me as well.

I threw on some jeans and pulled a sweatshirt over my chest before grabbing a six pack of beer from the fridge. The walk over to Garrett’s place was quick and I pulled in a deep breath of night air, looking up at star-speckled sky before I turned up his driveway. Before I even opened his front door, I heard a burst of laughter. I’d avoided all of them a bit in the past few weeks, after my argument with Garrett, and hearing them laugh made me really, really glad I’d decided to go.

Hiding was easy. Unfortunately, it had become second nature for me after Julia. None of the guys knew what happened with her, why we got divorced. All they knew was that I was the chump who still pined for his ex-wife after almost seven years.

When I walked into the house, Michael choked on his beer. His brother Tristan, gave him a dry look and thumped him on the back. “Don’t die, man. It’s just Cole.”

Dylan smiled and shook my hand. “Good to see you.”

Kat, Dylan’s pint-sized girlfriend who unashamedly crashed our guy time, pinched me in the stomach. “Are you eating? You look like you’re wasting away.”

“Why?” I swatted her hand away when she actually twisted skin. “You gonna cook for me?”

She smiled sweetly, batting her eyelashes. “No, I don’t even cook for him,” she said, jerking a thumb at Dylan. “I’m just asking because it feels like the polite thing to do. We’ll consider it my charitable contribution to society.”

“You’ve got yourself a special one,” I whispered over Kat’s head to Dylan, who laughed.

Garrett was in the kitchen tapping a mini-keg and just grinned at me. “’Bout time, asshole. You thought you could avoid me forever?”

“I certainly hoped so,” I said easily, nodding my chin at Tristan. “Sending Rory after me was a nice touch. I can see why you have a hard time saying no to her.”

Garrett’s chest puffed up with pride, his smile unrepentant. “She’s incredible, right? We had a meeting with a lawyer yesterday over some new contracts and Rory damn near made him cry. It was beautiful.”

The guys laughed, as did I, but I still felt a dull ache behind my ribs. I used to do that with Julia, too. Brag about her to my buddies. I had different friends then, most of them fell out of touch with me because their wives were still Team Julia, so to speak. I couldn’t even blame them, honestly. So when I moved into my place, and connected easily with Garrett, Michael and Tristan, it was a welcome relief for me. To have friends that made me laugh, that cared about my life and made time for each other, it saved me as much as work had.

While conversation flowed around me, I felt an easing of the tightness in my shoulders and neck after my dream. Honestly, I couldn’t figure out why I kept thinking of it as a dream. It was a nightmare. Sometimes I caught myself labeling it appropriately, but for the most part, I think it was because even seeing Julia in my sleep, reliving the thing that splintered her from me, was something that I viewed as a positive.

Sick, I know. A shrink would probably have a field day with me.

I tapped Garrett’s arm and nodded for him to follow me out to his backyard. He did, taking a seat on a lounge chair that was new since the last time I was at his place.

“Obviously I apologized to Rory the other day, but I still owe you one.” I held his eyes, even though I wanted to focus on anything else around us. Thinking back on the things I said to him, driven by the intense, searing desire to know something, anything about Julia, swamped me with shame.

He stared back, not reacting for a second, but then he nodded slowly. “She told me. Sounds like you won her over.”

“I wouldn’t blame her if I hadn’t.” I rubbed at the back of my neck self-consciously. Obviously he wasn’t going to make this too easy on me, despite his olive branch in inviting me over. “I know I screwed up. It’s not an excuse, but this Julia thing threw me way more than I expected it to. Knowing she’s here. Knowing she’s just around any corner I turn, it messed up my head.” Then I met his eyes again to make sure he knew that I meant what I was about to say. “I took it out on you, and I’m sorry. The way I spoke to you, the way I goaded you into blowing up so someone could feel the same level of helplessness that I did, I hate that I treated you that way. I hate how I spoke about Rory. It was unacceptable. You have every right to not forgive me, but I’ll ask for it anyway.”

Garrett didn’t even hesitate, holding out his hand to me. “And I’ll give it. That’s what friends do.”

We shook, did the guy thing and stood to thump each other’s backs in a pseudo-hug. “Thanks, man.”

He nodded and took a sip of his beer. “You okay with everything else?”

“I saw her today.” When Garrett’s eyes widened, I sighed. “At the grocery store. She ran out like I was freaking Stalin or something.”

“Damn,” he said under his breath, giving me a concerned look. “You okay?”

My answering laugh was strained. “No. I’m not.”

“You ready to talk about it with us?”

I weighed that before answering. “No, I’m not.”

“Well. Best get more beer in you then.”

So we did. Even though I felt marginally better than when I’d left my house, there was still a lingering strain behind my eyes that I couldn’t blink away. Back at the dining room table, everyone was laughing at something Kat was saying. Well, Tristan wasn’t laughing, but he was smiling, which was his equivalent.

“I’m serious!” Kat protested on a laugh. “I’m really good at it.”

Michael rolled his eyes as Garrett and I sat. “You spend all day around dogs, you’re just picking random things and assuming we won’t know the difference.”

“So what are we doing here?” Garrett asked.

Kat eyed Michael, the mock glare almost looking ridiculous on her pixie face. “I told them that one of my secret talents is that I can liken every person I meet to which dog breed they’re most similar to with like ninety-nine percent accuracy.”

“Pray tell,” Garrett said, “upon which scale do you gauge the accuracy of such a secret talent?”

“Anyway,” Kat drawled, shoving a palm on Garrett’s face. “Watch. I’ll do you guys.”

There was a beat of silence before Michael snickered. Kat blushed and we all laughed. Dylan took pity on her and hooked a hand around her neck, drawing her close for a kiss. It had taken almost six months for Kat to be comfortable with displays of affection around us, but she still gave us an embarrassed smile when she pulled back.

“So. I’ll work clockwise, so nobody thinks I’m playing favorites.”

“I’m your favorite,” Dylan said.

“Obvs.” She turned to him. “You, my love, are a German Shepherd.”

“I like this game,” Dylan said instantly. “Tell me more.”

She held up her hands like she was Vanna White and Dylan was on display. “You’re strong, athletic and handsome.” Garrett made a gagging sound and Kat ignored him. “You’re smart and loyal, and a good leader. People respect you, might be intimidated when they first see you, but quickly realize that you’d do anything for the people you take care of.”

“That could be forty-seven different kinds of dog breeds,” Michael interjected.

“Garrett’s turn,” Kat kept on, nonplussed. “Garrett is a Border Collie.”

“Because he’s high maintenance and destructive when bored?” Michael asked with a wide smile.

“I’m going to tell Rory you said that,” Garrett mumbled. Michael’s eyes widened in genuine fear.

But Kat laughed. “Because he’s smart, and people love him instantly because of how entertaining he is. Your antics can hide how loyal and devoted you are. And yes, destructive when bored or not worked to your full potential.”

I lifted my eyebrows and Garrett shifted in his seat. Last year, Garrett was pretty much forced to take over his late father’s company, something he never thought he wanted, until he actually did it. Now he loved it, and was doing a damn fine job, too.

Michael clapped his hands. “I lied. This is fun. Because that shit is the truth, right there.” He elbowed his brother next to him. “Tristan’s turn. Make sure it’s a breed that has the same pretty hair that he does. Is there a dog with a man bun?”

Tristan took a deep breath, but looked over at Kat with the mildest spark of amusement that he allowed on his stony features. Kat smiled at him. “Tristan is an easy one. He’s an Akita.”

“An a-what-a?” Garrett asked. I couldn’t believe it, but Kat had the entire table rapt with her little game. Even me, which was a feat considering my day.

“Akita,” she explained. Tristan’s dark brows lowered, but he didn’t say anything. “Akitas are aloof, especially with people they don’t know. They’re fierce guard dogs and will do anything to protect the people they love, which is usually a select few. They’re careful, cautious, and can be stubborn and willful unless handled correctly, by the exact right person. But for that person, they’ll be loyal forever.”

And then miracle of all miracles, a slow smile bloomed on Tristan’s face. He even laughed under his breath, one slow puff of sound. He tipped his chin at Kat while we all gaped at this magnitude of expression from the normally stoic Tristan. “Pretty good, kid.” Then he nodded at his little brother. “What about Dumbass over here?”

“Easy,” Kat said sweetly. “Michael is the mutt who whores himself around the neighborhood but can’t be caught or castrated, despite many, many attempts.”

We all laughed, but Michael glared at Kat after taking an exaggerated sip of his beer. When she blew him a kiss, he rolled his eyes, but smiled at her. “It is kinda true,” he conceded when we quieted down. “So many attempts.”

“Dare I ask?” I said to Kat.

She reached over and patted the space over my heart, which still felt a bit pinched and empty after the dream, after seeing Julia.

“Cole, you’re like ... you’re the perfect mix of a Lab and Great Dane.”

Michael slugged me. “Hey! You’re a mutt just like me.”

But Kat shook her head. “No, he’s just so strongly both. Your size makes people watch you, they can’t help it. Your size makes you impressive, sure. So does your intelligence, your kindness. But at the heart of both breeds isn’t size or intelligence, it’s their loyalty. What they want more than anything is to just be with their people. Forever.”

I took a deep breath and let it out, glancing at my friends’ faces before reaching to tweak the end of Kat’s messy blonde hair. “Tristan’s right. That’s pretty good, kid.”

Everyone moved on, but I mulled over Kat’s words for the rest of the night. I started laughing to myself when I pictured laying down at Julia’s feet and hoping she’d scratch behind my ears, but I couldn’t deny that I’d do it, given the chance. Kat wasn’t wrong, about any of us, really. And even though our circumstances were different, Kat had been a foster kid, and I lost my parents years apart from sickness, she and I both knew the value of the group of friends that we shared. It was a family, one that we’d created. Currently the only one I had, which is why smoothing things over with Garrett would probably help me sleep better that night.

But Julia had been my family before them, and at some point, I needed to be able to trust them with the weight of what I carried with me every single day. Let them be able to help me with it, not by removing it from my shoulders, but by propping me up if I needed it.

Before I went to bed, I sent Brooke Camden a text telling her that I’d meet her sister at the first of the houses the next afternoon, and drifted off to sleep without a single nightmare to chase me.
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“I still can’t get over it,” Brooke said around a mouthful of biscuits dipped in ranch. Gross, but apparently the one major craving she couldn’t let go of. “He was right there, Jules. I cannot believe you ran.”

From where I stood in front of the mirror in her bedroom, she saw me roll my eyes and threw a balled up napkin at me, but it fell ineffectually to the floor just past her bed.

I smoothed the cotton blouse over my stomach, my oddly flippy stomach. All morning I’d had a strange, gnawing pit of nerves that I couldn’t shake. “As opposed to what? Have a happy, awkward, terrible reunion in the middle of the pasta aisle?”

“Yes,” Brooke drawled, pinning me with a serious look that I couldn’t avoid in the reflection of the mirror. “Who says it’d be awkward and terrible? You’re assuming because you’ve spent so long avoiding him.” She licked some ranch off her hand and then pointed at me. “And don’t even get me started on that.”

The rush of defensiveness that accompanied the subject of Cole pricked along my skin, just like it always did when Brooke brought him up. In the early months and years following our divorce, she did it a lot more often. Brooke was so Team Cole it was ridiculous. When my parents simply sniffed and said I could do better than someone who didn’t respect my opinion, Brooke would always shake her head, set her jaw and give me a look that I roughly interpreted as I cannot believe you’re letting them in your head.

I had let them in my head. And I was far enough removed from the situation now that I firmly understood that when my parents referenced Cole not supporting my opinion, they really meant that Cole didn’t support their opinion. Both of my parents came from established east coast families, my father’s rich with a long Italian bloodline and my mother’s with one that supposedly came across on the Mayflower. I’d never seen proof of that, but it also didn’t interest me.

Brooke sighed, snapping me out of my head.

“In the beginning, I’ll admit that I avoided Cole. Before I moved and before I decided to divorce him.”

My sister’s voice was gentle when she responded. Gentle, but also I know you well enough to know your bullshit firm. “You decided the day you left him.”

“That’s not true.” I brushed my hair out, doing a spectacular job of avoiding her eyes in the mirror.

“Yes, it is. I saw it in your eyes when you showed up that night. You just,” she shook her head, “you looked so detached.”

I couldn’t help the laugh that came out. What Brooke clearly didn’t know, because I hadn’t told her, was that I’d sat in my car for two hours after walking out the door and sobbed into the steering wheel, much like I had yesterday at the grocery store, the sheer magnitude of everything Cole was capable of making me feel pouring down my face in salty lines. Back then it was because of the things he’d said to me, the things I’d said to him, the way it felt so final and so impossible to overcome. Yesterday it was because just the sight of him turned my heart inside out, set my skin on fire.

It was the worst possible reaction. If I’d seen him and felt nothing, felt the cool stretch of distance between us, then I could have walked up to him and said hello, asked him how he’d been in the time since we’d seen each other. Maybe I could have asked him if he’d remarried, started a family.

When my skin flushed, my heart thrashed against my ribs, I looked down and saw that my hands had curled into fists. The thought of Cole as a husband to someone else, as a father to a little boy who had his dark eyes and square jaw made me feel physically ill. Made me want to smash my fist into the mirror in front of me, and I had no right. I had absolutely zero right to feel that way, but there it was. Seeing him again, hearing him say my name sent me spinning so badly that I’d had no choice but to run home and sob onto the bed so Brooke could comfort me and tell me it was okay to drown my sorrows in alcohol, which I had.

“When I left Cole,” I started, choosing my words very carefully, “there was a lot more going on than I’d ever explained to you. I had to be detached to be able to move on.”

“Well that’s stupid.”

I whipped around, lifting my eyebrows at her. “Excuse me?”

With her back propped up against her headboard, the soft roundness of her belly against the pillows next to her body more pronounced than it had even looked yesterday, I lost a bit of my fire. Brooke loved me, and even though this constant, unwavering support of Cole got tedious, I knew it was based on what she thought would make me happy. Because she was five years younger than me, she’d still been in college when I left Cole. She’d never had a serious boyfriend, so delving into my marital issues with my little sister hadn’t been high on my priority list. The soft, sympathetic look on her face now made me realize that if I had talked to her about it, as opposed to my parents, maybe my path would have unfolded a little differently.

What if I’d had someone reminding me that Cole brought out the best sides of me, who pushed me to be better, who never looked down on my ambitions. What if those had been the whispered conversations, instead of the litany of reasons why he wasn’t good for me, why he didn’t respect our family, which meant he didn’t respect me.

“I don’t mean you’re stupid,” Brooke clarified, oblivious to my pointless ruminations. I hadn’t talked to her about it back then, so to wonder what would have happened if I did would get me nowhere fast, except wanting to dive into another bottle of wine. “Why don’t you wear that purple shirt you got at Cherry Creek last week?”

Her change of topic made me blink. “What?”

The unimpressed look that she gave my cream top said it all. “That’s just a little ... boring.”

“Thanks,” I said dryly, but turned to look in the mirror again. The scoop neck and three quarter length sleeves didn’t exactly make me feel amazing, but it wasn’t like I was impressing anyone. All that was necessary for me was to look at the houses, not look like I was about to walk into a club. The shirt I was wearing was perfectly fine.

Okay. It looked like something our mother would wear. With a huff, I ripped the shirt over my head and yanked the purple top from inside Brooke’s closet. It was silk, with a deep V and gorgeous draping that made my torso look long, my waist small. “I guess if you don’t think it’s too much just to look at a house.”

“Nope. I love it.” She nodded at the closet. “And you can wear those nude heels that don’t fit my stupid puffy feet anymore.”

“Now that’s too much. I am not wearing stilettos.”

“But they make your legs look so stupid long.” She huffed before settling further into her nest of pillows. “It’s not fair, really. You’re all Julia Roberts leggy and I got my little stumps.”

I laughed and slid my feet into the much more sedate booties. “You’re five seven, that’s hardly short.”

“For the rest of the world, sure. But I have an amazon for a sister. You make me feel like a midget.” Then she blinked, a comically innocent portrait. “That’s why Cole was so perfect for you. He’s even more of a giant than you are.”

All I could do was sigh. She’d really never quit, now that she knew I’d seen him, that he probably lived within a fifteen-minute radius from her apartment. Or at least, until she moved. There was no sweeping rush of relief at the thought, not like I expected, just that same uncomfortable pit that had been in my stomach all day. Weird.

“You’re sure you don’t want to wear the heels?” she asked when I ignored her comment about Cole’s height. I couldn’t even argue that one. He was the only man I’d dated who was so much taller than me. He made me feel safe. Protected. When he tucked my head under his chin, wrapped his arms around my back, I’d felt so small within his embrace. “Just remember that they do phenomenal things to your ass.”

“Goodbye, Brooke,” I called while I walked out the bedroom door and pulled my purse over my shoulder.

She let out a dramatic sigh. “Fine, be that way. You have the address?”

“Yes, Mom.”

“And you remember how much I love you, right?”

I pulled up short, my hand resting on the doorknob. “What’s that about?”

From the open doorway into her bedroom, I could see her perfectly. She wasn’t looking at me, her eyes trained on her fingers where she worried the edge of the purple velvet pillow that she favored for propping up her belly. When she spoke again, her voice was serious, so I stepped away from the door.

“Nothing, I just ... I know I hassle you about Cole a lot. But I love you, and that’s why I do it. I just want you to be happy.”

My steps were slow when I walked back into her room and sat on the edge of the bed. “I love you too. I’ll forgive you hassling me about him, if you forgive me ignoring everything you say.”

She laughed under her breath, but her face was still serious. “Deal.”

The pit in my stomach didn’t fade when I plugged the address of the house into my GPS, but it didn’t grow either. The drive took less time than I thought, into one of the older neighborhoods in Aurora, one with a great school district. The mature trees lining the street made me smile, and there were boys riding bikes down the sidewalks. I found the right house, a split level with black shutters and a nice front porch. There was no other car in the driveway, so I took a few moments to flip through my phone after I’d parked next to the curb. I snapped a picture and sent it to Brooke.

Me: I can see us enjoying some drinks on the front porch.

Brooke: Obviously the realtor isn’t there yet?

Me: Nope. Didn’t take as long as I thought to get here. I love the outside. Great curb appeal.

Brooke: I do like the porch. Take lots of pictures of the backyard, there weren’t many online, which probably means it sucks.

Brooke: Also, I love you.

Me: I love you too, even though you’re a total weirdo. Try not to pass that along to your innocent children.

She was acting so odd. When I didn’t see the little dancing dots of her typing a reply, I tucked my phone into my purse and decided to walk around a little without someone following my every move. The driveway had some pretty major cracks, but nothing that needed to be redone immediately, and the siding was aluminum, but looked freshly painted. I took the curved walkway up to the porch and ran my hand along the white-painted railing. It looked solidly built, nothing that was recently redone. When I heard the sound of a car pulling into the driveway, I was smiling at the two rocking chairs sitting in the corner of the porch, imagining me and Brooke each rocking a baby while we watched kids riding their bikes. If I couldn’t have kids of my own, I’d be the best damn aunt that ever existed.

When the car turned off and I didn’t hear the sound of a door closing right away, I walked down the steps of the porch with the smile still on my face.

Until I saw who had just stood up from the driver’s seat with a look on his handsome face that said he was just as surprised to see me as I was to see him. I blew out a slow breath and stared at my ex-husband, filtering through the million and one ways that I would murder my sister when I got back to her apartment.
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“Hi, Julia,” I said by way of greeting. Original, I know, and not the most gripping thing I could’ve said. But it was my Plan B. Plan A, which I’d concocted the instant I saw her car by the curb, complete with a U Conn bumper sticker on it just like the other day, had involved falling to my knees in front of her, begging for her to give me the smallest scrap of time to lay out all the reasons why we should never be apart again.

Plan A got scrapped for obvious reasons, the inevitable, and rightfully deserved, kick in the balls that I’d receive in answer dissuaded me from opening that way. Plan B involved me playing it cool, taking her lead, not smothering her with the intensity that coursed hot and thick through my veins at being so close to her. At being able to see her after so long. Really see her, not the quick, unplanned, greedy glimpse that I’d gotten at the grocery store.

My heart was hammering in my chest so hard that I was starting to lose feeling in my hands, an unplanned byproduct of having an anxiety-induced heart attack at the age of thirty-four. Brooke, oh that genius Brooke, I’d owe her for eternity. But a little heads-up might have been nice.

“How are you?” I asked quietly, a stark contradiction to the riot inside my body at being so close to her.

She hadn’t run, that was an important first step. But she hadn’t answered me yet either. Julia just stood there, her hands gripping the strap of her purse, her hazel eyes wary, hot and bright with the sheen of tears, of anger, hopefully at me and Brooke in equal measure, and her sweet, pink lips were pressed into a thin line.

It almost seemed impossible that we were so close, that I could see every detail of her face after so many years. Her hair was longer, swinging well past her shoulders in a sleek curtain. Her face hadn’t really aged, and she was wearing minimal makeup, which I loved. She’d never needed it. I used to trace the lines of her face while we laid in bed, the tiny imperfection on the bridge of her nose that she hated was one of my favorite spots to kiss. It kept her from being too perfect, I used to tell her. Gave her beauty a character that other women could only dream of.

“From the look on your face, you had no idea about this either.”

Her voice. My knees almost buckled at the sound of it. I had to take a second, close my eyes and clench my jaw, at the sheer magnitude of what her voice did to me. The hair lifted on the back of my neck, and I felt the low, soft tone wrap around my spine and flow through my bones.

But if I was going to do this, be around her and not scare her off, I had to pull my shit together. No Plan A, no Plan B or Plan C. Get your shit together, Cole, show her you can do this. So I opened my eyes and met her gaze full-on. “I didn’t know Brooke was your Brooke until I recognized your car from the other night. Her email had a different last name.”

Julia took in a shaky breath, eyes darting to the offending vehicle, and I braced for her to bolt again. “Of course it did.” She gave me a tight smile. “Clearly, my sister put a lot of thought into this.”

“Clearly.” My voice trailed off by the end of the word, the awkwardness so thick around us, I felt like I might choke at any second.

“Well,” she rubbed at her arms even though the air felt warm from the bright sun in a cloudless sky, “we’re here. I might as well look at the house.”

Okay. In the thirty seconds that I took in the car to try and process what was about to happen, there’d been a list of how she might react and they filtered through my head like a revolving door of awfulness. Avoidance, escape, anger, sadness, disgust. There were varying degrees to which I could handle all of those options. Escape was what I expected. Disgust or anger would have made me want to tear my heart out. Avoidance wasn’t preferable, because it meant she’d stay and still work with me.

Sadness was what I hoped for, honestly. Because if sadness was her immediate, unfiltered reaction, that meant she had the same ache working through her that I’d lived with for the past handful of years. Sadness meant that her anguish possibly matched mine. It was hard to imagine that hers was bigger, because I was the one left behind, but even if hers came close, I had hope.

But it looked like avoidance was the way we’d be playing this. Escape might not have been the choice that she made, probably out of love for her sister, but I knew stubborn Julia. I’d been faced with her more times than I cared to count, and if she planned on slipping into professional and polite, then I could do the same. I took a ragged breath, thinking about being polite with her. But I could do it.

At least for a while. I could play the avoidance game with her until she gave me an opening. It didn’t have to be a big one, it could be a sliver, just the tiniest crack to let me see the light shining through. But if she showed it to me, I’d walk through in a heartbeat. I’d let her see everything in my heart, every untouched piece of emotion that I kept only for her.

I could do this. So I pulled in another deep breath and nodded, then gestured toward the front door. She gave me one long look before turning and walking back up the front steps. Julia moved to the side so I could key in the lock box code and take out the house key.

I wasn’t too macho to admit that my fingers shook while I tried the code the first time, and messed it up. But I could smell her next to me, just a hint of vanilla and oranges, and it was wreaking absolute havoc on me.

“The house matches up with comps in the area,” I told her while I finally punched in the code successfully and extracted the key. “They priced it fairly, given what I know about it from the listing agent.”

“That’s ... good.”

I smiled a little at her hesitancy, meeting her eyes over my shoulder while I unlocked the door. But my smile fell at the blank look on her face. Her eyes were trained on the house, completely avoiding my face. It would take time. The tiniest steps in the world up a freaking mountain felt like the most appropriate description to dealing with Julia in a way that wouldn’t set us backward.

At my sigh, her eyes flicked to me, and the uncertainty I saw there gave me a swift balloon of hope. She didn’t how to navigate this any better than I did.

“After you.” I pushed open the door and moved back so she could enter without risking us accidentally touching. Julia swallowed audibly and went in. We were silent as we moved through a nice hallway entry with a dining room off to the side. The house was empty, and I liked how the dining room opened into the bright, updated kitchen through a custom archway.

Julia trailed her fingers along the large island in the center of the kitchen, her eyes looking at the cherry cabinets and tiled backsplash.

“I like this room.” She shot me a quick look over her shoulder, almost like she hadn’t meant to engage with me.

Keep it cool. Keep it professional. “They updated the kitchen a couple years ago. It’s on the high end of your sister’s budget, but it hits all the things on her list and I don’t think there’s much she’d have to update, beyond cosmetic stuff. The backyard is completely fenced in, which I know was a big deal to her, but it does need a lot of work.”

She took that in and nodded, showing me her back when she crossed into the large sunken family room that had the slider which led into the backyard. When Julia took the two steps down into the family room, she looked back at me. “Not sure about these though.”

“The steps?”

Her eyes moved away to the slider. “With the babies, especially when they’re younger.”

A thin, hot knife of pain slipped in between my ribs and slowly drained the air out of my lungs. “Right.”

At the rough texture of my voice, the things loaded into one word, Julia’s eyes closed for a few seconds. Then she sniffed and blinked herself into being composed again. “I’m going to go look at the backyard.”

Translation from someone who’d been married to the woman: don’t you dare even dream about following me. A second later, she was out on the deck and I sagged against the wall next to me, feeling very much like I’d just gone three rounds with Ronda Rousey and she’d had her merry way with me. The temptation to go to the slider or the window in the kitchen to see what Julia was doing was almost too much for me to bear, but I resisted. I couldn’t shake the feeling that if I saw her sadness again like I had in the store parking lot, I could handle this better. Not because I reveled in her sadness. On the contrary, when Julia cried, it was as if she had an iron-wrapped line to my soul, as if her tears had an unfailing ability to make me feel like the most awful person in the world because I’d caused her pain.

No, I wanted to see it because I had an almost sick desire to know whether she was still enslaved to us in the way that I still was. I scrubbed at my face with rough hands and struggled to pull it together. It was so much harder than I thought, trying to keep it together around her when all I wanted to do was pull her in my arms and let us comfort each other. Remind myself that there was hope for me, for us, because the universe had shoved us back together.

The slider opened slowly, and when Julia walked back in, she kept her face down at first. When she passed me, I saw the redness in the whites of her eyes. It was the sign that she was fighting tears, that she hadn’t succumbed to them yet. To keep from reaching out to her, I clenched my teeth together so tightly my jaw burned.

“The backyard does need work,” she said while I followed her down the hallway and up the stairs that led to the three bedrooms. “I took a couple pictures, but I think it’s more than we can handle with the babies coming.”

Her sister being pregnant, being alone, couldn’t be easy for Julia. I’d held her on countless occasions when someone announced their pregnancy and she caved to the emotions of inadequacy, of envy, of desire and sadness. But now wasn’t the time to ask her about it. So I let her walk in front of me in silence while we ascended the stairs.

The reason I knew that my emotional state was at risk of drowning me was that I didn’t even have to struggle not to check out her ass while we walked up the stairs. I was too afraid that she’d look back and catch me, shove me backwards down the flight of stairs so hard that I’d probably crack my head open and die or something. We cleared the landing and Julia looked at the linen closet that held the washer and dryer, then turned into the full bath.

“Shower’s a little small,” she commented after sliding the door open and peering inside.

“Gives me claustrophobia just looking at it,” I said honestly. To my surprise, Julia laughed under her breath and turned her head away like she might be hiding it from me. When we’d been looking for a house to buy, the forever home we always wanted, finding a shower big enough for me was an issue, became a running joke with every place we looked at. Most of the places we saw, I would have had to crouch like six inches down just to get my head wet. “But then again, Brooke is normal people size.”

Julia’s lips curved up, just slightly, and I wanted to crow in triumph. “She said something to me before I left about that. That she feels short because she has an amazon for a sister.”

“She is short.” I shrugged when Julia looked back at me with lifted eyebrows. “Well, she is. She’s a foot shorter than me.”

“Unless you grew two inches in the last few years, she is not a foot shorter than you,” she said, oblivious to the fact that her gentle teasing was doing apoplectic things to my heart. “You just always wished you could say that to her and it would be true.”

I grinned, like I wasn’t one teasing word away from weeping tears of happiness, and walked out of the bathroom, gestured for her to go down the hallway and check out the master bedroom across the hall. “She always did hate that.”

Julia stared at me for a beat, her eyes heavy with questions and with confusion. The ease of which we flipped from her gathering herself in the backyard to trading stories about how I loved teasing her sister didn’t look as comfortable for her as it was for me. Or maybe it wasn’t comfortable. That wasn’t the right word. But it was welcome. It was so, so welcome. It wasn’t the opening I was looking for, but it was something.

After that long moment of her studying me, she pulled back again, visibly shored up her defenses. While she was looking through the master, she snapped a few pictures on her phone, probably to show Brooke. To get a better shot of the walk-in closet, she leaned back and I stared, unabashedly. The long, lean lines of her body looked almost exactly the same. Her curves, just as perfect as they had been the day I met her. Her legs were so long it was almost criminal. They gave her this loose-hipped walk that made me lose my mind.

“Cole?”

I blinked at her, snapped out of my perusal by the abject torture of hearing her say my name for the first time since the night of our fight. My breath thundered in and out of my lungs and I stammered an apology before letting her pass by me. Julia was looking down at her phone when she walked into the next bedroom. It barely registered which room she was going in because I was still so discombobulated from hearing her say that, just four letters that defined me, but hearing them from her made me want to weep, made me want to fall to my knees in thanks. But I heard her soft, “Oh” and I looked up. She was standing in the doorway of the room that was beautifully decorated as a nursery. The white crib in the corner was ornate, and her hand reached out to follow the curved line of the edges. From where I stood in the hallway, I could see the slight tremble of her long fingers.

“Shit,” I muttered under my breath, unprepared for the sight of her in the pink and white room. “Are you okay?” She was completely silent, completely still at first. But then her shoulders shook slightly, her breath sawed in and out of her lungs.

“Why?” She whispered.

God, I wanted to reach for her. “Why what?” I rasped out, my throat thick with emotion.

“Why did I think I could do this with you? I can’t do this, Cole.” She turned and brushed past me, and I caught sight of a tear on her face. Julia all but flew down the stairs before I could even breathe again. I only took one second to try and steady myself before I ran after her.


Eight

Julia




The doorknob under my palm zapped me with an electric shock when I yanked on it and wrenched the door open. By the time the outside air hit my heated skin, I heard Cole shout my name and thunder down the stairs.

“Julia, please! Please wait.”

A sob lodged in my throat at the pain in his voice, the desperation. But it was enough to stop me, even though my legs fairly itched to keep going, to run until I was locked safe in my car. Tears dripped down my chin, and I did nothing to stop them, the cold splash of them down my neck felt like the only thing grounding me. My lungs stretched with a deep breath when I heard him come to a stop behind me. Cole didn’t touch me, and in the moments that we stood there, my back to him, my face wet with tears, I was surprised.

How long had it been since I’d been surprised by any of his reactions? I knew him, or at least I used to. Before he’d open his mouth to speak, I could pinpoint exactly what he’d say. Knew that if we fought over something, he’d be so quick to kiss me, to run his hands over me in a way that was soothing and arousing, completely distracting. But the fact that Cole didn’t reach for me now, didn’t try to turn me to face him, I couldn’t process that.

“Julia, please don’t cry,” he whispered brokenly. “It kills me when you cry.”

Finally I turned, keeping my shoulder against the inside door, a flimsy barrier between us. His eyes were so dark on my face, so deep that I knew they could inhale me, swallow me whole if I let them. They’d always seen straight through into every piece of me, even when I didn’t want them to. And now, now I didn’t want them to, because I was afraid of what he’d see.

“How can you do this?” I sobbed. “How is it that you can stand up there and talk about closets and showers and counters?”

Cole speared his hands through his hair and stared at me helplessly. “Because I was trying to do what I had to, trying to keep you from running.”

I blinked rapidly, swiping a hand over my face to stem the wetness, to no avail, of course. I was past calming myself. Everything swelled and rolled inside of me, the torture on his face enough to crack me in two. When I fisted my hand over my stomach and swallowed another sob, his broad shoulders shifted, he teeth clenched. His desire to reach out to me, to gather me in his arms was a tangible thing wrapped around me. Because it was something he did so easily.

“So acting like nothing is wrong, acting like I’m some stranger, you thought that would help?”

“I didn’t know, Julia. The last time I saw you, you bolted before I could say anything. Do you think it doesn’t gut me to be standing so close to you?” Cole’s eyes glossed over and I sobbed again. He lifted a hand and pressed it over his stomach, mirroring what I’d just done. “You ran. So easily. Don’t you know how much that kills me?”

“How could I?” I whispered in a watery voice, hating the quaver that was so obvious. “For all I know you hate me, Cole. And then you’re here, I have no idea how and no clue to be prepared for it. And you’re so ... polite. Like it’s so easy for you to act like I’m nobody.”

“Easy?” His voice was incredulous, heavy with a dark-edged confusion and my tears started again. “You thought this was easy for me? What the hell, Julia? I haven’t changed that much since you walked out.”

God, my heart. It caved in on me, making my knees weak and my stomach pitch in revolt. It was too much. Standing there with him within reaching distance, but so damn far away that I felt like I’d never reach him, even if I was strong enough to try. I covered my mouth when he took a step, felt the tears run underneath my fingers.

We were so close, he was so close, but he wasn’t close enough, and I hated myself for thinking it. But I didn’t know how much longer I could stand there with my soul cracking at the edges. Seeing that nursery may have lit the match, seeing a tiny piece of the future he and I had imploded over, but this, this was setting bombs off inside of me with every word out of his mouth. Because I deserved his anger, I deserved his pain. Even if it crushed me, destroyed me from the inside out, I deserved every shred of it.

“This isn’t easy for me,” he went on. “Because for the last two thousand, three hundred and seventy-two days, I have missed you. Every single day I wake up and I miss you, Julia.” Cries wracked my frame, but I held them in with my hand, holding his eyes because I owed him that. “The last time I kissed you was the day before we fought and you were wearing vanilla lip balm. I can’t smell vanilla without wanting to break something, because I miss you so damn much.” Cole shook his head and took a deep breath, giving me the first look of frustration in his eyes, like my tears shifted his frustration, his hurt, into something else. “No, Julia, this isn’t easy for me, because I love you. I have never stopped loving you, and you disappeared.” His voice cracked on the last word, and I lost the tenuous hold that I had on my tears.

My arms wrapped around my middle and I sank against the door, unable to stop the ugly sobs from escaping. My cowardly exit from his life, my empty life without him, and now this, it was too much. My body couldn’t contain it, couldn’t function with so much black emotion filtering through my veins. His hand landed on my shoulder, smoothed a small circle. I didn’t shrug away, didn’t back up, so he took another step toward me. I couldn’t let go of myself, but I didn’t fight him when he pulled me into his arms.

I didn’t fight when he held me tightly against him, let me cry into his impossibly broad, impossibly strong chest. Didn’t fight him when he sighed into the top of my head, and ran a hand up and down my spine in a gesture so comforting that it made me hate myself even more. The selfish desire to stay there, to let him hold me up, make me feel better about the greatest shame of my life was so strong that I let myself indulge in it for a few more minutes while my tears quieted and slowed.

Before leaving Cole, I never knew it was possible to hate yourself so fully, so deeply without actually labeling it. But it was, because that loathing drove every decision I’d made since the day I walked out, even if I was fooling myself into thinking that it was some sense of benevolence or desire to be a better person.

It was my penance, my atonement for breaking the heart of a man who loved me. Even uprooting my life for Brooke wasn’t completely selfless, wasn’t completely driven by love for my sister. Because seeing her pregnant, knowing she hadn’t even tried, it tore at my soul. And feeling those pinches of pain were welcome, something to add to my penitence. So I cried for him, for what I’d done to him, and how far I’d let myself fall into the rabbit hole of denial. And I cried for me, because I knew I didn’t deserve his love, but he’d give it to me anyway.

That was the reason why I didn’t reach around him and press myself even closer, because it would mean something to him. It would mean something to me too, but the last thing I would do is give Cole hope if I wasn’t sure I could follow through. But for those minutes, eternally long and soul-warming minutes, I let myself be held by him.

How long had it been since someone had wrapped themselves around me like they wanted to take away my pain? Years. The crispness of his shirt against my face, rich with his warm, spicy scent slipped under my skin, it was too much in the best possible way. I sniffed, let myself press my forehead over his heart and feel the steady thumping from underneath his skin. It was so deep and sure, unchanging in its rhythm, which was so appropriate for Cole. He was the most loyal person I’d ever known, which is why he was holding me in my grief and not shoving past me and leaving me to deal with it on my own, like he had every right to do.

He wasn’t yelling at me about our last fight, demanding to know the reason why. Why I’d left, why I’d left him in silence and confusion. He had every right to pull those answers from me, and I knew in that moment, that I’d have to look him in the eye at some point and explain. Some day. But not today. Everything was too fresh, too tenuous, and I didn’t have enough of a grip on my sanity to try.

I straightened to my full height and backed away from him, his arms loosened because he didn’t have a choice. They fell to his sides, and I mourned the loss of his warmth immediately. When he pulled in a slow breath through his nose, I dared a glance to his face. I don’t know what I expected, but the implacable mask wasn’t it. The only hint to the depth of his feeling was in his eyes. And they burned.

With love. With regret. And most of all, with pain.

“I have to go,” I told him when I was sure I could speak calmly again. I held his eyes. “I’m not running, but I do have to go.”

A muscle popped in his jaw while he stared at me. I let him take a good long look at my face, which was probably puffy, red, and splotchy. Some women were pretty criers. I was not one of them, which Cole knew. Finally, he nodded slowly and relaxed his jaw. He didn’t stop me when I turned and walked down the steps, down the driveway and into my car. When I pulled away from the house, he was still in the doorway watching me.

When I couldn’t see him anymore, couldn’t see the house in my rear view mirror, I took a deep, cleansing breath and tried to sort through what the hell even happened. But the thing I kept getting stuck on, more than the way he’d looked in the driveway in his slate gray suit, staring at me with that quiet intensity that did strange things to my belly, is what he’d said about the last day he kissed me.

I knew exactly what he was talking about, because I’d replayed it in my head more than I cared to admit. The night before our final, awful fight, he’d received a call from a particularly finicky client about going to see a house, even though it was after eight at night, and Cole was usually done working by that point. Everything had been tense between us since he’d brought up the adoption thing, and I’d refused to consider it.

“Can’t you just tell him that you’ll take him through the house tomorrow morning?” I’d asked. “It’s not like it’s going anywhere.”

His hands, big and capable, with callouses on the palms that caught on my skin in a way that I loved, straightened the knot on his tie while he looked at me in the mirror of our apartment bathroom. “I work for him, Julia. The commission that I’ll get from him will be more than any deal I’ve done before. Can you imagine what that money could do for us?”

An annoying drum beat at the back of my head, because I damn well knew what he meant. It could be a huge stepping stone for buying a bigger house. Or funding an adoption.

“Yes, I’m aware,” I told him calmly, instead of sniping, I’m not an idiot, like I wanted to. The way he patronized me sometimes made me want to smother him with a pillow. That’s why marriage was so weird. You could plot their death when they snored and kept you awake, but nights like that one, when all I wanted to do was be with him, curl up on the couch with him wrapped behind me, the thought of him walking away made me want to cry. The tension that followed us like a cloud for the previous six months was cumbersome, and for one night, I wanted to pretend like it wasn’t there. If I’d asked him, would he have stayed back? If I’d told him just how important it was to try and be Cole and Julia again, would he have stayed?

I’d never know, because I hadn’t asked him. I sat back while he got ready to leave, watched him gather papers and slip on his suit jacket, tie the laces on his black dress shoes and stewed, felt the dark, bubbling annoyance brew in my blood.

Cole caught my eye while he tucked his cell phone into the clip on his belt. “You know I have to go, Julia.”

The fact that I didn’t answer made him sigh deeply, the sound so rife with everything that I closed my eyes, walked to him and wrapped my arms around his waist.

Only one of his arms came around me, absently stroking the spot between my shoulder blades, but not fully engulfing me the way that I loved. Foreboding snaked down my spine, sending a blast of ice through my bones so strongly that I shivered. I wrapped my hand around his tie when I leaned back, trying to see if he was feeling the same premonition that I was. But he was looking at the clock over my shoulder.

Ass.

His eyes snapped to mine when I yanked on his tie. “Don’t start ignoring me before you’ve even walked out the door.”

“I’m not ignor-“

Because I didn’t want to hear it, couldn’t hear it when I was already pissed he was leaving, I leaned up on the balls of my feet and gave him a soft kiss, just a glimpse of our lips. For a second, we hovered there, and I desperately hoped he’d deepen the kiss, spare a moment for me. For us.

A sound escaped my lips on a wispy puff of air, something unconscious that must have given me away, because Cole’s eyes heated and his hand moved up under my hair to grip it tightly. He tilted his head and dove in for a kiss so hot, so deep, so searching that I moaned. His tongue slid against mine and I tasted his toothpaste. When my fingers curved around the back of his skull and held him to me, Cole stepped forward and pressed me up against the kitchen table. Two seconds, it only took us two seconds of kissing to turn incendiary.

But that was never our problem. It was so easy to mask our discomfort, our disagreements, our fundamental differences in how we wanted the rest of our life to play out, in bed. Maybe that’s why I pushed him before he walked out the door, because it was the easiest step to take, the easiest way to bridge the gap when I couldn’t just open my damn mouth and tell him I didn’t want him to ignore me.

It was that insecurity, that manipulation, that cowardly refusal to be honest with him that haunted me so many years later. Two thousand, six hundred and seventy-two days, apparently.

The fact that he knew how many days it had been since I left made me hate myself all over again as I pulled back into the parking lot at Brooke’s apartment building. When I’d lived back east, I never explained Cole, explained my divorce, because I knew that putting it into words would make me look insane.

How could you leave that kind of man? That’s what they would have asked.

“I don’t know,” I whispered into the interior of my car. Even now, my excuses felt whisper-thin, so unstable that I couldn’t hold a feather with them. Tears pricked at my eyes again and I willed them back down. It was useless to cry about it now, to let the guilt eat at me when there was nothing I could do about it. Cole was back in my life, at least temporarily.

Yeah. And whose fault was that?

My eyes zeroed in on the window of Brooke’s bedroom. And then I was pissed, irritation spurring me out of my car in jerky movements. But instead of stomping up the stairs and slamming the door open, I unlocked it calmly, set my purse down on the small table right next to it and took a deep breath before walking into Brooke’s room.

As she normally was, Brooke was in her nest of pillows and watching Gilmore Girls on Netflix. Rapid-fire banter came from the TV while Brooke ignored me as I stared at her with my hands perched on my hips. It was no mystery how this would play out. We were both capable of Olympic-level stubbornness, courtesy of our mother, so I’d have to either wait until her bladder exploded or I was too tired to stand there anymore.

“Care to share anything with me?” I asked quietly.

“You know,” Brooke said, keeping her eyes glued to the screen, “the old Julia would have come in here with scary bullet eyes, throwing all the swear words at me for what I did.” She finally looked at me, completely unrepentant. Typical fricken younger sister. “This,” she gestured at me, “is freaking me out.”

“So you admit to doing something wrong? It’s a miracle. Shall I call Mom and Dad to note the momentous occasion? They’ll probably be thrilled with your meddling.”

Brooke snorted. “Like I care. Look, it’s never been a secret that I thought you made a huge mistake by leaving him, by refusing to even speak with him again because our parents were shouting in your ear that you shouldn’t.” Then she shrugged. “This was my way of forcing the issue since you’re back here for good. Or at least for the next couple years.” I opened my mouth, feeling those obscenities crawl their way up my throat when she lifted a hand to stop me. “You never would have sought him out, Julia. Because you’re a chicken-shit when it comes to him.”

“You have no right to butt your nose into my business, Brooke,” I yelled, stepping into her room and pointing a finger at her.

“Yes I do, because you are a shell of yourself without him. It would be one thing if you were all, yay woman power! I don’t need no stinkin’ man, but you’re not. He has your heart. Don’t even deny it.”

Every word hit me with perfect accuracy, worming into me so deeply that I wish I could have yanked them back out. “So what exactly do you expect from me now? Huh? Go find your dream home with my ex-husband and pretend like it’s okay?”

“Yes,” she said. Her chin was lifted and her eyes hard as stone.

The anger that swamped me was instant, hot, and overwhelming. “I get that you’re bored as hell because you’re stuck in bed for twelve weeks, but do not ever ambush me with something like that again. I’ve already got one set of overbearing parents, I don’t need a meddlesome little brat stepping in and making my life worse, got it?”

Brooke blinked, hurt covering her face, causing me to let out a heavy breath as I rubbed my forehead. A headache started blooming at the base of my skull, partly from the insane amount of tears that I’d expelled today, and partly from the anger that I rarely let loose on Brooke.

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly.

“I’m sorry, too. I shouldn’t have called you a brat.” I looked up. “But you were meddlesome.”

She smiled at me. “I expected much worse than brat, actually.” She lifted her hand, a business card wedged between her fingers. Then she tossed it at me. It landed on the floor and when I leaned down to grab it, I saw Cole’s name. “I can find a new realtor if you really can’t do it. But I know you’re strong enough to just talk to him. That’s all I’m asking. Just to talk to him.”

I traced the edge of his card, the heavy material feeling like an anchor in my hands, threatening to pull me under. Brooke sounded so sincere, but it wasn’t a promise I could make to her in that moment, not with the intensity of what I’d just been through with him.

But she didn’t need the promise, because when I tucked the card into my pocket, I caught her smile before I turned and walked away.
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That entryway, that simple doorway, tilted my entire universe on its axis. Even ten minutes after Julia drove away, I stood there, my arms tingling and my throat raw from holding in the roar that wanted to escape from within me. If I let it out, if I gave voice to the whipping maelstrom inside of me; grief, rage, elation and confusion, I’d topple the house on top of me from the sheer force of what I was feeling. The walls weren’t strong enough to withstand it, probably wouldn’t have been unless they were ten solid feet of concrete.

When I rubbed my hand over my mouth, still completely unable to process what had just happened, I had to pinch my eyes shut, because I could smell her on my skin. Just from holding her in my arms.

“Holy hell,” I said on a gasp, and stumbled back until I sank down on the landing of the stairs behind me. Holding my head up was impossible, so I gripped the sides with my hands and balanced my elbows on my knees. Normally, I could be counted on to be the steady one, to keep my cool in any situation. But not when it came to Julia. It turned me into this knot of emotions so tangled up that there was no way I could ever smooth them into a straight, understandable line.

But still, after all these years, all the distance and silence between us, she wrecked me. She fit in my arms so perfectly, after all the years and distance and silence, allowing me to comfort her when part of me wanted to shake her, yell at her and demand answers for why I’d had to live in purgatory all these years.

The thing that made me the biggest chump of all though was that those moments of holding her, feeling her up against me, being able to feel the cool, smooth strands of her hair against my face would probably be enough to sustain me through another year of silence, if that’s what she deemed necessary.

I’d hate it. But I’d lived through worse.

My phone vibrated angrily, and I ignored it, content to wallow in what had just happened between us.

I’m not running, but I do have to go.

And what the hell was I supposed to assume that meant? Given our history, I had no reason to think she wouldn’t run from this again. And I’d be powerless to stop her, because she’d simply disappear.

The vibrating started again, and I yanked my phone out, practically snarling at the screen when I saw it was Ashton. I’d sent her four more houses to look at over the last forty-eight hours, and apparently she wanted to see them all.

Ashton Mason-Fourtier: I love the options you sent, Cole. Go ahead and schedule something at all four places, I’m completely flexible when it comes to you.

My fingers tightened around my phone, and for a brief second, I wondered what it might feel like to squeeze so tightly that the plastic would break. How hard would I have to work to crack the screen, right through her words that made me feel disgusting after what had just happened with Julia. Holding Julia in my arms while she wept meant more to me than sleeping with a thousand beautiful women like Ashton. There was enough emptiness in the way the world interacted now, hiding behind computers and phones, letting blatant innuendo in a few typed out words replace her coming up to me and saying, Hey, Cole. I’m attracted to you. Would you like to go out sometime?

I’d have said no, of course. But her insinuations and over-sexualized flirting felt cheap and disgusting now, instead of vaguely annoying like it used to be. So I did something that I’d never done before. I lied to her and pawned her off on another agent. After sending a quick text to Mark, who was happily married and had referred clients to me when his workload was too full, I sent another to Ashton.

Me: Glad you like the houses, Ashton. I’ve had a personal emergency come up, so I’ve passed all of your information on to one of my colleagues, Mark, and he’s looking forward to setting up viewings of all four houses. Best of luck.

Without waiting for a response, and feeling a thousand pounds lighter, I locked up the house and walked back to my car. The drive back to my house went fast, and even though there was a still a lot of day left, I knew I couldn’t handle being at the office in my current frame of mind. At least at home, I’d be able to obsess about, dissect and break apart every minute of my interactions with Julia.

Like I’d be doing until I saw her again. If I saw her again. But I shook that aside when I pulled into the garage of my place and unlocked the door before heading in. I was just rifling through my mail when there was a knock on the front door. It was instinctive to feel a rush of happiness that it might be Julia, but then I remembered she couldn’t possibly know where I lived. The office would never give out my home address to a client, so I swallowed back my disappointment and opened the door.

Dylan was holding up a propane tank with a sheepish smile on his face.

“Hey, man,” I said, holding the door open for him, feeling only the slightest pinch of irritation at having to be sociable in a moment where all I wanted to do was be alone.

“Sorry it took me so long to replace the one I borrowed from you.” When I didn’t respond right away, he shifted the tank in his hands. “Where do you want me to set this?”

I blinked, mentally slapping myself. Don’t be an asshole needed to be my new mantra with my friends after what had happened with Garrett, especially since none of them had a single idea of what had happened with Julia. They had no reason to cut me any slack, and it was my own fault. “Come on in, I’ll stick it in the garage.” While I took it from him, I jerked my chin toward the kitchen. “Grab a beer if you’d like.”

Dylan laughed. “If I didn’t have to close at the bar tonight, I would, trust me.”

“They still working you too much?”

“I’m a manager. Comes with the territory.” Dylan smiled when I walked back into the kitchen. “You know how it is. You’ve got the same crazy hours that I do.”

I lifted my eyebrows in concession. “Well, I don’t go ’til two a.m. last I checked, but yeah, I’m hardly working a nine to five. I like it that way though. Keeps me from getting bored.”

We lapsed into silence, and I felt Dylan staring at me like he wanted to say something. Since he’d moved here, he fit into our group seamlessly, but I still hadn’t spent a whole lot of time with just him, not like the other three. Suddenly, I wished I could blurt out everything that had happened in the last couple days. Tell someone that I was freaking the hell out, that I didn’t even know how I felt about everything that was happening.

“You okay, Cole?” Dylan asked quietly.

“I don’t know,” I answered him honestly. I caught his eyes before looking back down at the granite counter where I had my elbows braced. “Garrett tell you that I saw Julia? My ex-wife,” I clarified.

Dylan rubbed at his jaw, trying to hide a smile. “Yeah. I know who she is. And yeah, he mentioned it after you left the other night.”

“He’s worse than my grandmother at spreading gossip, I swear.”

We laughed, because Garrett really was. How Rory put up with him was a miracle.

“Wanna talk about it?”

Briefly, I closed my eyes, pinched the bridge of my nose while I thought about that. I did. And I didn’t. Starting from scratch and trying to encapsulate the demise of a marriage to someone I still loved to this day was beyond daunting. Impossible. Heart-breaking, to relive at least.

“I’ve never tried,” I admitted after a beat. Dylan’s eyes widened and I couldn’t help but smile. “Crazy, right?”

“What about your family? I mean, I know you met the guys right after you two got divorced. But what about before? You had no one to talk to?”

Whether Dylan was drinking or not, I stood from the bar stool and grabbed a beer from the fridge, cracking it open and taking my time pouring it into a pint glass before I sat again. “My mom died from cancer when I was a freshman in college.” He made a sympathetic noise. “My dad passed about two years after Julia and I got married.”

“Holy shit, Cole. I’m so sorry. And, it’s just you, right? No siblings?”

I nodded, keeping my eyes trained on the slow path of bubbles that flowed from the bottom of the glass up to the foamy top. “Just me. That’s why Julia and I wanted to start a family even though we were so young. It meant a lot to me, to her, too. And that,” I swallowed roughly, “that’s what went wrong.”

Obviously, Dylan wasn’t going to interrupt, so I rolled my neck, felt the satisfying pop before I spoke again.

“The short version is that we ... disagreed how to make that family. And four years of infertility, of tests showing that there wasn’t anything clearly wrong with either us, and when you can’t agree on the next steps was the hardest fucking thing I’ve ever gone through. You’re helpless. Every single month. And her parents, Dylan, I can easily admit it now because they’re not my in-laws anymore, but I hated that her parents had so much sway with her.” I laughed under my breath, a harsh puff of sound. “More than me, in the end.”

I took another sip of my beer, promised myself that I wouldn’t second guess my words to him, wouldn’t filter anything about how I was feeling. “We had an awful fight. She walked out, and I can’t even really blame her after what I said. But, when she left, I had no clue that she wouldn’t come back. When I was at work about a week later, she came and packed up her stuff, sent her sister later for more. I know it’s because her parents convinced her not to come back to me, convinced her to just walk away, even though we both loved each other. I didn’t see her for over seven years.”

“Until last week.”

“Until last week.”

Dylan let out a low whistle. “I can’t even imagine, man. I don’t know if I’m ... allowed to ask this, I guess, but any miscarriages?”

I felt a dull ache beneath my ribs, but I shook my head. “We tried IUI a few times, but ... no, never got that far.”

“So now what? You ran into her at the store, and that’s been it? I know Garrett said she turned down the job working for him.”

“About that...” While I filled him in on what had happened with Brooke, Dylan actually started laughing.

“She’s got some balls to pull that off.”

“Yeah, Brooke does have those.”

The humor of it, the complete insanity of what Brooke had done honestly hadn’t hit me until Dylan laughed about it. But my smile was real, for the first time all day, I felt a strange sense of comfort. Brooke obviously wanted Julia to deal with me, one way or the other, and I’d told a friend the soap-opera level ending to my marriage, and he hadn’t so much as blinked. Leaning on other people with shit like this, it didn’t come naturally to me. And more than once, sitting around a table playing poker with the guys, it struck me that the reason adoption had been a viable option for me was because I knew that family wasn’t just blood. It didn’t matter that I’d never share DNA with Garrett or Michael or Tristan, even Dylan now, they were brothers to me.

Julia had been my family too, and I didn’t care if the baby came from Guatemala or Africa or from someone down the street, we’d have loved that baby and made it the center of our world. DNA didn’t change that. It was something that Julia’s parents, with their long bloodlines, massive family trees, and old money, just didn’t understand. And to add to my list of things I didn’t know was whether Julia still felt that way too. It came right under whether she hated me on that list.

“I just don’t know whether Julia will go along with working with me.” I fisted my hand and tapped it on the counter, a fraction of the roiling frustration still trapped in me. “And as well as I know her, or knew her, I don’t know what the hell to do. I played it cool today, kept it professional, and that backfired on me too.”

Dylan let out a deep breath. “Obviously I’ve never been married. But I don’t think it’s different from a lot of tough situations in life. There’s not always an easy answer. I think this is one of those shitty things that’s a razor’s edge away from more than one outcome.”

I thought about that for a second, knew the awful truth of it. “I’m screwed if I push too hard.”

“Or if you don’t show her that you still love her.”

“Oh, I let that bomb slip earlier. That I still loved her.”

Dylan smiled. “I said show. Not tell.”

So easy, right? Show the woman who ran away from me for seven years and would avoid me as much as possible that I still loved her. I’d have better luck convincing the general population that a tarantula was a great pet to cuddle with.

“It’s obvious to us that you still love her, Cole. I don’t say that to be a dick, but,” he paused until I looked at him again, “loving her and wanting to try again with her, those are two completely different things.”

I laughed, but I didn’t particularly find it funny. “Dylan, I’ve spent more than six years believing that those things were so tightly intertwined that I’d never be able to separate them.”

Did I love Julia? Yes. Unequivocally.

And if she showed up today, showed up on my doorstep and told me she loved me too, would I want to start over again? Yes. Unequivocally. But I had to know that it might not be so clear for her, especially since she’d been the runner, not the chaser.

“Look, even if you can’t separate them, just figure out a way to show her you love her without suffocating her. She ran from you once. Don’t give her another reason to.”

Then I did laugh. Heartily, with a slight tinge of hysteria to it. Like Dylan hadn’t just summed up the impossibility of my relationship with Julia into a few sentences.

“Just like that, huh?” I asked him wearily.

Dylan clapped me on the shoulder and stood from his chair. “Just like that.” He paused before opening the door and smiled. “Talk to us, man. We’re here for you. Happy to remind you anytime that we’re really damn glad it’s not us who has to pull that off.”

Even after the door shut, I was smiling, which was a welcome change to how I felt before Dylan knocked. Some of the hopelessness was still there, some of the unease at knowing that Julia could run from me again, very easily. But underneath both of those things was a steadily growing stream of hope. We’d found each other once, and I had to hold onto the belief that we could do it again.

So I grabbed my phone and sent out another text. This time to my very favorite former sister-in-law.
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“Oooooh yeah, baby,” Brooke practically purred from the couch while I fastened the buckle around my ankles. If I hadn’t been so damn nervous, I would’ve smirked, maybe held my leg out so she could admire the snakeskin pattern. I’d worked in marketing and advertising long enough, both on the east coast and Colorado, that I’d accumulated a helluva wardrobe for occasions such as this.

Okay. Maybe not exactly like this occasion. Big meetings, I was prepared for. Pitches that could ensure a promotion. Those were the occasions that this particular outfit was good for. But knowingly walking into an empty house with my ex-husband, the only man I’d ever loved, and who apparently still loved me, even after I’d left him cruelly and callously? That was an occasion that demanded the outfit and expensive lipstick. And the blowout that I’d had done at the salon that Brooke was currently on medical leave from.

“What’s ironic is that two days ago, I told you that those stupid nude heels were overkill,” I mumbled. Brooke all but cackled. I’d helped her move from the bed to the couch (aka my bed) while I got ready, because we both felt like we needed a change of scenery for my preparation to see Cole again.

Preparation. Ha. As if I could ever be fully prepared to walk right back into the same situation again. The word preparation brought to mind something that you had some modicum of control over, and other than knowing the address of the next house, and what I was wearing, there was nothing about this that felt within my control.

“That is ironic,” she said in a deceptively mild tone. Deceptive because I knew her. She eyed me for a second before speaking again. “And why are we looking so hot to go see him again?”

I stared at my shoes, tried to figure out how to put it in words. “A lot of women feel better about themselves when they look their best.”

Of course, she wouldn’t accept a token answer. She kept right on staring at me, that pregnant little hussy. So I rolled my eyes and faced her.

“Fine. Because I’ve given this far more thought than I should have.” I expelled a whispered curse word. “If I look like shit, he’ll wonder if there’s something wrong with me. Or that I don’t care. And it’s not that I don’t care, I just ... I don’t know what I feel right now.” I lifted my shoulders helplessly. “I want to look good because it’s the first time I’m knowingly facing him in a really, really long time. You’ve got to be able to understand that.”

After a loaded silence, she finally nodded. “Yeah. I can understand that. This is something you can control.”

I laughed under my breath while I turned the other direction. “Exactly.”

“You still never really explained to me why you decided to go along with this. You could’ve refused.”

Glancing over my shoulder at Brooke, I lifted an eyebrow. “Is that right? Weren’t your exact words, unless you want my poor children to come home to this shoebox apartment, then you’ll get your skinny ass to the next house with Cole? That was you, right?”

Brooke blew a raspberry with her lips, shifted on the couch with a wince. “At that particular moment, I was also in the midst of heartburn so bad that I felt like someone dropped me into the seventh circle of hell. Truth is, I always expect you to argue with me when it comes to Cole.”

That was the crux of it, which Brooke had no way of knowing. The truth was that I couldn’t quite explain why I decided not to put my foot down. Maybe my oh-so-pretty breakdown the first, er, second time seeing him had jarred something loose in my brain. That was the only explanation to me.

I’d never hated Cole, even when I was so mad at him that kicking him in the balls wasn’t out of the question. And hate might have been the only thing that could have driven me to refuse Brooke in this.

No, hate was not what I felt. A lot of confusion, mixed up with uncertainty and only the tiniest splash of excitement. That tiny splash was why I draped myself in the armor of a woman who wants a man to think she’s beautiful. It was stupid, really. That an almost thirty-four year old woman could feel this way about man she’d already left once.

“You get why it was so hard for me to hear you defend him, right?” I asked Brooke. “He and I had been divorced for years, and you still defended him. I felt like I had no choice but to argue.”

Brooke sighed, rubbing a small circle on her belly. “And now you’re free from that feeling because he’s here and you’re here and the universe has put you back together again.”

I laughed. “You put us back together, Brooke. And we’re not together, you know that.”

“Mmmkay.”

“Brooke,” I said firmly. “This isn’t a movie. It’s not a neatly typed up script that always ends with the couple kissing and riding off into the sunset.” Emotion lodged in my throat, thick and woolly, and I had to work to swallow it down. I’d long ago given up on Cole and I having that kind of ending, and even with this new plot twist in my life, there was nothing like that in sight for me. If there was, I sure as shit couldn’t see it. “I get that you’re trying to help, but ... there’s just so much between us that, I don’t even know. We don’t need any outside hands, messing up an already messy pot.”

The color was high on Brooke’s cheeks while she watched me, watching my fingers fidget and my knees bounce. “I said I was sorry, right?”

I closed my eyes before standing and taking one final deep breath. Then I faced her, holding out my hand so she could take hold. “Yeah, Brooke. You did.”

“’Kay, good,” she said quietly.

“Want me to help you back to your room before I go? Get you anything to eat?”

She shook her head and settled back against the cushions. “I’m good. Just ... just one last thing.”

“Name it.”

Brooke took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Just talk to him. Hear what he has to say, if anything. I won’t ask you if you still love him, because I know you do. Not many people get a second chance, opportunity, whatever you want to call this. So just, just talk to him, okay?”

Whatever minor pinch of frustration I felt at her words, the implication that I’d not talk to him, was swamped by my love for my little sister. Our parents were absent at best now. It was just me and Brooke. So I walked over and planted a kiss on the top of her head, rubbed her belly before cupping the side of her face. “Okay. I love you, sister.”

She grinned, looking like Brooke again. “Love you too. Now go find my dream home.”

And her dream home it was. Once again, I’d beaten Cole to the location, and when I pulled my car up against the curb in front of the white ranch home, I knew that Brooke would be in love. The lawn, though dry and crunchy from the cold, would be beautiful when the weather warmed. It led up to the long white house with black shutters and a bright red door. The landscaping was neat and colorful, or would be in the spring, and the sprawling tree in the front yard had a bright blue swing hanging from a gnarled branch. The sound of kids filtered through my open window, and a young woman pushing a stroller down the sidewalk smiled at me when she passed.

My door opened with a creak, and I couldn’t help but smile back at her. After waiting for a car to pass, I walked across the street and up the driveway. There was a basketball hoop mounted over the garage, and I couldn’t wait to tell her how crazy that would make Dad. We’d begged for one growing up, but he said that the last thing he and Mom needed was the infernal, constant banging of the ball hitting the backboard in the background.

A gust of wind made me shiver, even though the sun was shining, causing me to pull my too-thin jacket around me for what little good it did.

The sound of his car pulling up made me turn toward the house, just to have another moment to collect my bearings. Cole cleared his throat after I heard the sound of his car door closing and I turned to face him.

Wait. That whimper, did that come from me? Dear Lord in heaven, please don’t let him have heard that, because I couldn’t stand being embarrassed on top of everything else.

Cole looked ... he looked like perfection in a suit. Dark blue this time, tailored impeccably around his tall, broad frame. The shirt underneath was white and crisp, and the tie. His scarlet tie was exactly the same color that he’d worn on the day we got married at the courthouse in downtown Denver, the same color as my wedding dress. I swallowed, fully aware that I was staring. But so was he.

I’d tied his tie for him the day we exchanged our simple vows in front of the judge, his father and Brooke our two witnesses. Even though we’d been living together for six months before we got married, his hands shook when he tried to get the knot exactly right.

Only twenty, neither one of us had given much thought to the traditions of not seeing each other the day of the wedding, so I’d set down my curling iron and swept his hand aside so I could do it for him. The way he’d smiled at me when I perched on the bathroom counter, still in my fluffy white robe, made my heart swoop down into my stomach.

He’d be my husband before the day was done. This handsome, strong, kind man who kissed me until my knees were weak, loved me like he’d been born to do it, would be my husband. I remember thinking it so vividly, like it had happened yesterday, not fourteen years earlier.

“What if I forget my vows?” he’d asked me, watching my face while I finished his tie.

“All you do is repeat what the judge says.” I yanked the tie tighter than necessary, making him laugh in a way that raised goosebumps on my skin. “You better not.”

“Anything that has to do with you, I could never forget.” He was so serious, looking into me so deeply that I didn’t care how young we were. Didn’t care how my parents said we were ridiculous and immature, that I was throwing away my life by tethering myself to him. I held his face in both of my hands, kissed him so deeply that only three beats of my heart later, he’d opened my robe and pushed me farther back onto the counter. The tie, the crisp edges of it, the satin material, felt cool against my breasts when he whispered in my ear, “You’re my soul, Julia. My wife. You’ll never not be a part of me.”

“Julia?” Cole asked and I blinked at him, still trapped in the memory, feeling the flush of mortification sweep my face. No biggie, right? I’d been staring at him, remembering when he screwed me on the bathroom counter two hours before we got married. Suddenly, I was not so cold.

“Hi,” I said to him. “Sorry. Just ... gathering myself.”

His face smoothed out in relief when I spoke, because he’d probably prepared himself for the worst. For more tears, for closed-off Julia, or for my anger. “It’s not a problem. Ready to go in?”

The words and delivery were polite, he was gesturing for me to head to the front door, but his eyes were warmer than the last time I’d seen him. And I don’t know what I expected, in truth. Cole would be polite with me, would want to do his job and treat me with respect, which is what he should do. It wasn’t like I was expecting him to beg me for details on my life from when we were apart. And it certainly wasn’t like I’d be begging him for details on his life.

Immediately, my eyes looked at his left hand, but it was tucked into his pants pocket. He’d told me he still loved me, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t capable of loving someone else, too. Irrationality wasn’t a typical reaction for me, but I’d learned in the last fifteen years, that I wasn’t always rational when it came to Cole.

He was speaking about the neighborhood, about the lot size in comparison to the other houses we might look at, and the low timbre of his voice calmed my racing heart. Oh, if he knew that, he’d smile. He’d be so happy. Maybe someday I’d be able to tell him that, but for now, I nodded and followed him to the front door, promising myself that this house visit would end in an entirely different way than the last one had.

Cole pulled the key out of the lock box and turned to me with a crooked smile, my very favorite of all of his smiles. “Ready?”

With a deep breath, I gave him a smile of my own. “Yeah. I think so.”

And I followed him in.
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“And the great thing is that there aren’t any stairs that Brooke will have to deal with on a daily basis.” I pointed to the closed door in front of stairs that led to the simple, unfinished basement. “Everything is framed out down there, so if she wanted to add in another family room someday, it would be pretty easy. Lots of room to grow into for the future.”

Julia nodded, sweeping her eyes over the kitchen. “It’s exactly her style.”

I hitched my hip on the island and watched her unabashedly. Today was different. The way she smiled at me in the driveway was shy, a little hesitant, which were words I’d never typically use to describe Julia. And the way she looked... the way she looked was as if she took a steel bat to my lungs. I didn’t stand a chance with her, even if I’d had any intention of preparing myself for the way she impacted me.

“How is Brooke?”

She lifted an eyebrow, only making eye contact briefly. It still gutted me, brief though it was. “Besides pregnant and recently abandoned by the father of her unborn children?”

If her tone hadn’t been light and playful, I would have felt like camping out under a rock. I laughed under my breath. “Yeah, besides that. Am I allowed to ask what happened?”

Julia took a deep breath and wandered from the kitchen to the adjoining family room. Framed on the mantle of the brick fireplace was a smiling family of four with matching blonde hair and bright blue eyes. Normally, the presence of family pictures could make it harder for the potential buyer to envision themselves in the space, but it didn’t seem to bother Julia. She touched the edge of the frame, her profile to me.

“Brooke wouldn’t mind if I told you,” she finally said, giving me a brief smile. “Apparently she still favors you.”

I tipped my chin and laughed in response. “Apparently.”

She smiled in answer, but it faded pretty quickly. “She’d been with Kevin for years. They never married, much to my parents’ chagrin.” My teeth instantly clenched at the mention of her parents, or as I liked to refer to them, Mr. and Mrs. Lucifer. “He was okay, but I think a huge part of his appeal was how much my parents hated him.”

“But they wanted Brooke to marry him?”

“Right? Don’t ask me to explain my mom and dad. I think the only reason is because it sounds better that she had a husband, not a boyfriend that she’d lived with for six years but had no visible sign of commitment from. He hopped from job to job, always on the brink of something that he’d really love.” Her brows bent in and she held my eyes for the longest all afternoon. My heart skipped in my chest, warmth spreading through my veins. “And apparently, he didn’t really love the idea that he’d now have to provide for two babies that he didn’t plan for or particularly want. So he moved out three weeks after she found out she was having twins.”

The breath I released was a long hiss. My hands actually shook with the desire to break bones or draw blood or something equally barbaric. Still, Julia held my eyes, and I could see the same fire in her eyes that I felt in my belly. When I felt like I could speak without using a string of four letter words, I spoke in a low voice. “He doesn’t deserve someone like Brooke, doesn’t deserve to be able to father her children.”

“Exactly. That’s why I moved back. Because she’s on bed rest now, because she’ll need help when the babies are born, and I have this lingering fear that he’ll show up on the doorstep someday to beg her forgiveness.” She narrowed her eyes, and I felt a hot flush of pride at how fierce she looked. “And if I’m the one to answer the door if he does show up, I think I just might skin him alive with a butter knife.”

“Well, let me know if you’d want help burying the body,” I told her with a small smile, hoping that it would make me look like I was in control of my emotions, instead of the truth. The truth was that hearing Julia talk about murdering someone that hurt a loved one, even in jest, made me want her with a sharp visceral pang. There was a side to Julia, the nurturing, caring side that drew people to her, made them feel comfortable around her. And the other side was equally attractive, staggering in how it affected me. That other side was the fierce protectiveness that she had for the people she loved, for her tribe.

If Julia could read my thoughts, she didn’t show it, simply laughed out a short breath. “Deal.”

The moment was over and I straightened. “Want to see the basement? I think we could get the seller to move the washer and dryer up to the main floor. There’s already a water hookup in the mudroom off the garage. They already plan to leave those here, so it’s an easy request.”

Julia didn’t answer right away, and I caught her staring at my left hand. At my empty ring finger. If she’d ran into me on the street, even two years after we got divorced, she still would have seen the simple gold band that she insisted she buy me when we got married.

We walked downstairs in silence, and I had to fight not to grab her elbow while she navigated the wooden steps in her ridiculous, albeit sexy, heels. It was one of the hottest things to me about Julia. She stood almost six feet tall without shoes, but she didn’t hesitate in the slightest to strap on some shoes that nudged her closer to six three.

“Watch your head,” I told her before she cleared the bottom. I ducked when I passed the low hanging edge of the ceiling and caught her smiling. “What?”

But she only shook her head and walked around the large open basement, just concrete floors with framed out wood on the walls. “Could she add bedrooms down here eventually?”

“No, unfortunately. Those easement windows don’t meet the fire code. But she could add a bathroom, any other kind of room as long as there’s no walls enclosing something that’s specifically meant to be a bedroom.” I held up my hands. “So if she put a bed down here, but didn’t put walls around it, my lips are sealed.”

“Noted,” Julia said, sounding amused. Music to my freaking ears. She moved around the space, asking good questions about the water heater and the furnace. From her facial expressions, it was obvious that she loved it. A lot. The bedroom sizes weren’t huge, but according to her, they didn’t need to be. There were two full bathrooms and a double lot in the backyard, so Brooke would have plenty of space for the kids to play. And the neighborhood itself was skewing younger, something I knew would appeal to her.

Then I stopped short. If this was it, if Julia told me to put in an offer on the house, what excuse would I have to see her? It was a fight to let her wander in silence around the space that really didn’t have much to see, but she was studying it as if it held the answers to everything. Finally, she stopped moving and faced me, her hands clasped in front of her. The elegant lines of her collarbone disappeared under the shirt she was wearing, and I knew how the hard bone felt under my lips, how soft her skin was against the edge of my tongue when I used to trace the entire length across her chest.

“So what do you think?” I asked, aware that my question was rife with other meanings. Are you ready for this to be done? Are you ready to give some hint, some clue as to what you’re thinking? I wasn’t ready for her to go, even though the sky was darkening outside, the mountains would disappear from view shortly once the sun sank behind them.

Julia’s chest expanded on a deep breath, her lips pursed into a tiny O when she let it out, but her eyes gave nothing away. “I think Brooke will love this house. It’s perfect for her.”

My heart sank. “Of course. I can call her later and talk about putting in an offer.” I swallowed and held her eyes, risking the fact that she’d see how desperately I didn’t want this to be done. “Unless you think she’d still want you to see the last house. I called the listing agent before I got here, it’s open tonight if you want to check it out.”

“It’s getting late.” Her eyes darted to my hand again and I couldn’t help the curving of my lips. “I wouldn’t want to keep you.”

I shrugged. “Goes with the job. You remember that.”

She peered at me from under her lashes, just for a moment. “How many hours are you working these days?”

“A lot. More than I used to.”

“You must not be home much.”

Searching, she was definitely searching. It wasn’t hard to smother the triumphant grin that wanted to emerge, because I would do anything to keep her talking to me like this. It wasn’t how we used to be, this was something different, with a veneer of politeness and tip-toeing around each other that we’d never had to deal with before. Dancing was never my forte, but if that’s what I had to do with her for a while, I’d strap some damn tap shoes on right in front of her.

“Just ask me, Julia,” I said quietly, the hint of a smile still on my face. Her face flushed. “You know you want to.”

She cleared her throat, a crisp sound of denial that said more than any words could. “I wasn’t going to ask you anything.”

I smiled. “Okay. Come on, it’s cold down here.”

We cleared the steps and while I turned off all the lights in the kitchen, I looked at her over my shoulder. “There’s no one waiting for me, if that’s what you weren’t going to ask me.”

Her eyes narrowed at me and there was a tightening in my stomach, the really good kind. “I wasn’t going to ask, Cole. It’s not my business if you have someone waiting for you or not.”

If she was baiting me into getting angry, to rise to the spark of challenge laden in her defensiveness, she’d be sorely disappointed. I was long past the point of assuming that I could read every thought of hers. She was far too complex, far too puzzling after so many years apart. But to see her like this, so worked up because I did nail her so clearly, was too entertaining to be something that could anger me.

“Understood,” I said easily. “But just figured I’d put it out there.”

The color was still high in her cheeks, and I wished I could reach out and run my thumb along the skin, see if it felt as warm as it looked. We’d get there, I knew with complete certainty. How long it would take, or how difficult the path would be, I didn’t know.

If it took seven more years to get her back, I’d do it in a heartbeat. It sounded insane, and somewhere in my head, I knew that. But it still felt true down to my marrow. Which meant I wasn’t ready to rush this along. So I pulled my phone out and frowned. “Actually, do you mind if we see the next house tomorrow or the next day? I forgot about something I need to do at the office tonight.”

Julia looked relieved, and even if it was simply because she was still annoyed with me, I didn’t really care. I’d take it. Any emotion she could throw at me, I’d accept the weight with gladness. Because it meant that some part of her still cared. To what degree, I still needed to figure out.

“That’s fine.” She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “This is my only job right now, so I can work with your schedule.”

“Great. I’ll let you know tomorrow morning.”

A quick smile, and she was gone.

This time, quite unlike the first time, I watched her car drive away with a completely different emotion lodged in my chest.

Underneath the unpleasant knowledge that we’d eventually have to talk about everything that we were avoiding right now, there was a strong pulse of hope. And I could survive on that for a very, very long time.
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The guys gathered at my place a few hours later for the Thursday night football game, Broncos versus Chargers. To be a dick, Michael came wearing Chargers colors, and we threw popcorn at his head for pretty much the entire first quarter. The distraction was nice, because too much silence meant too much time in my own head. I’d been there so much in the last seven years that I was getting sick of my own internal dialogue.

Which is why, at the commercial break before the second quarter started, I started laughing when I caught Garrett and Dylan giving me frequent, worried looks.

“Okay,” I said. “How many of you know what I talked to Dylan about a couple nights ago?”

Crickets. Then Garrett raised his hand.

“I stay out of that stuff, man,” Michael said when I looked at him. “Unless you want to talk about it, of course.”

When I glanced at Tristan, he gave me a look like, what do you think? Okay, so Tristan didn’t know anything. Our group of friends had an interesting dynamic. We straddled the line between the friends that only did the beer and sports thing together, discussing trades and rosters and the bare minimum of how work was going. For a lot of guys, that was sufficient. No messy talks about relationships or families, politics or religion. But we were somewhere in the middle of the two.

Occasionally, relationship stuff came up, family stuff came up, and none of them shied away from it. Garrett would say that we were worse than a pack of elderly women when it came to gossiping, but since I’d met some pretty kick-ass women in their 80s, it didn’t bother me in the slightest. But through all of it, I’d never explained Julia to them, without a solid reason why.

Probably because it was too painful, too fresh, despite the years that separated me from our marriage. They didn’t understand my devotion to her, that much was obvious. But how could they? I’d never told them anything.

Actually, that was a lie. Tristan got it. He was the only one who didn’t rib me about it, but that’s probably because he’d been in love with Garrett’s little sister, Anna, for as long as I’d been separated from Julia. He was even more monk-like than me. And he’d never talked about that either, but it was obvious to anyone with eyeballs. Unless you were Anna, she was either blind, or actively ignored it. Given she was still married to someone who actively ignored her, it was probably the latter.

Either way, I had at least one person who didn’t think I was batshit crazy for pining for someone I couldn’t have, couldn’t touch.

“But like,” Michael continued, “if you wanted to explain why you’re batshit crazy about this woman, I certainly wouldn’t mind knowing. Because, hell, I don’t get it.”

Tristan’s mouth curved up in a smile and Garrett coughed into his beer. They wouldn’t judge me, I trusted them that much. Understanding might be different, because unless you’d experienced the vicious, exhausting, soul-draining cycle of infertility, you’d never truly understand.

But this was my family, in the truest sense of the word. They’d drop anything for me, and I’d do the same for them.

So I opened my mouth and started talking. Tristan muted the game, and not once did their attention waver. Not even Michael’s, which was practically a miracle.

I talked about my parents, how their deaths spurred on an intense desire for Julia and I to start a family, even though we were practically babies ourselves. I told them about the first time Julia came home with a pregnancy test, and I was so excited that I got on my knees and kissed her stomach, prayed that there was something tiny and perfect in there, only to find there wasn’t. She hadn’t cried that time, and neither had I.

Those tears came later. More than I could fit into my hands, if I’d tried to catch them all for her. The death of my father—unexpected but peaceful—two years after we got married and one year into our fertility journey. How that lit a fire under me to have a family, far brighter and hotter than I could have anticipated. I told them about the tests, the procedures that yielded no results. The arguments about the next steps. How arguments dissolved into fights and bitterness, an exhaustion so deep that sometimes I still felt it weighing down my bones.

And I told them about how she walked out, how I never saw her again until last week. That like the chump I was for her, I didn’t fight her on the divorce, because if it was what she truly wanted—to be away from me—I gave it to her. That was the exhaustion talking, because I didn’t have it in me to keep fighting her. Probably in the same way that she didn’t have it in her to keep fighting me.

About Brooke and why Julia was back here. About her damned parents and how their pernicious snobbery colored Julia’s opinion. How I was given this opportunity to spend time with her again, and we kept dancing around anything substantial. How much I still loved her, was still chained to her in the most primitive way, and I had no desire to unshackle myself.

By the time I finished, my throat hurt, the words coming up dry and rough. I talked through the entire first half, into the third quarter before I stopped.

Ironically, Tristan was the first to talk. “Holy hell, Cole.”

I laughed, took a sip of beer to wet my throat. “Yeah.”

Dylan gave me a sympathetic smile and Garrett was fiddling with the label of his drink.

“Well you’re clearly going about this the wrong way,” Michael said decisively.

My head turned to him in surprise, the unapologetic bachelor, the man who was allergic to commitment, who went through women like he was a human Pez dispenser. “Come again?”

Tristan shifted in his seat to face his younger brother, the lift in his eyebrows showing his surprise too.

Michael leaned forward and balanced his elbows on his legs. “I mean, I get that it’s got to seem impossible to figure out how you show her that you still love her, but that’s not really the issue, is it?”

“How do you figure?” Dylan asked him.

“Well, Cole has this weird, intense, freaky-eye thing that he does when he talks about Julia. And he’s told her he still loves her, she probably knows him well enough not to question that he means it. Isn’t the most important thing right now to figure out what she feels about you?”

I flopped back in my chair, staring at him incredulously, feeling like there was a neon sign pointing at me. This one is an idiot, it read in bright red letters.

Tristan was still staring at Michael. “Who are you right now?”

“Yeah, I’m a little impressed too,” Garrett said suspiciously.

Michael rolled his eyes. “Just because I’d rather drop dead than be in your shoes right now doesn’t mean I’m an idiot. I pay attention to shit,” he told me. “She’s the wild card. Not you. It doesn’t matter how much you love her if she’s already made up her mind that you’re the absolute last man she’ll ever be with again. Obviously she loves her sister if she showed up again today. But that could be the extent of it.”

“No,” I spoke up. “She was fishing to see if I was with anyone today. Looking to find out if I was wearing a ring.”

“Jealousy is great,” Michael said. “But it’s not love. You’ve got to know that, Cole.”

I let out a low laugh, some of the pressure easing in my chest, despite the daunting challenge I had in front of me. And there was no mistake, it was daunting. Talking about our issues would come eventually, if I could read enough of Julia’s signals to really see how she felt about me. Past the shock, past the feigned indifference, and past the quick flash of jealousy that I saw.

Was she capable of loving me again? Or even more, did she still love me?

Michael laughed, pointing at whatever look was on my face. “Seriously. I’d rather drop dead.”

“Thanks,” I said dryly. My phone vibrated with a message from the listing agent on the next house on Brooke’s list that we could go look tomorrow late morning if we were still available.

Apparently I’d get my chance in less than twenty-four hours, if I could stand to wait that long.


Twelve

Cole




Never in my life have I dressed up so much for work. Back when I started, suits and ties were the norm. For every showing, for every open house. Not as much the past few years, now that I had established my career more, I knew that wasn’t me.

But knowing that it was Julia that I would be seeing, I wanted her to see that version of me. The version of me that would most closely resemble that man she married. It might have been considered underhanded, to have picked a bright red tie that was almost identical to the one I wore when we got married, but I wasn’t too good to drop little reminders for her, see if she noticed them.

Today, it was a blue tie, the same color that I wore to the formal the weekend we met. Whether or not that was considered our first date had been a common argument between us. I said it was, because within ten minutes of walking through the front door, I found her, asked her to dance, and we barely parted for the rest of the night.

Julia claimed it didn’t count because it wasn’t premeditated that we ended up like that. To which I would always reply, maybe it was premeditated by someone else. She smiled, every single time I said it. The same soft, amused smile that she gave me after our first dance.

“Please tell me that’s not the only dance I’ll get tonight,” I had whispered in her ear, taking an unabashed whiff of her sleek hair. My thumbs rubbed over her knuckles, where I held our hands over my chest. “You’ll break my heart if it is.”

And that smile. At the time, it made me feel like a man, not the fumbling boy that I was accustomed to feeling like.

“We wouldn’t want that, would we?” she said, staring at the column of my throat before taking a small step closer to me, pressing our bodies together so fully that I had to swallow a groan. The red satin of her dress was smooth against my palm where it was pressed against her back, warmed from her body underneath. “I certainly wouldn’t want to be responsible for that kind of wreckage.”

The masochist in me flinched, replaying what she’d said to me that night, with no artifice or possible portent of how significant the words would be for us. Maybe it was stupid for me to wear a tie that could remind her of that night, but Michael’s words kept ringing and ringing and ringing in my head. It wasn’t about how I felt. I’d made certain of that by vomiting my heart out at her. But Julia’s feelings, they were much less clear.

It was unseasonably warm outside, so through the screen door, I heard Julia’s car pull into the driveway. When I woke this morning, I wanted to make certain that I’d arrive before her for once, so I got to the house a full twenty minutes before we scheduled to meet.

She didn’t come in right away, which was fine with me. While I waited, my phone chimed. I started laughing when I read the screen.

Brooke: She’ll kill me for telling you this, but she changed her shoes five times before she left. Me thinks somebody is nervous.

Me: I owe you.

Brooke: I accept payments of wine in about 4-5 months. Must be hand delivered though.

Me: You’re right. She’ll kill you.

Brooke: Good thing I’ve got you on my side then, huh?

There wasn’t time for me to reply, because I heard Julia come up the steps to the front door, only hesitating a moment before she opened it. I still had a smile on my face from Brooke’s text, and it softened when I saw Julia. Dressed more casually than the last time I saw her, with her hair swept up from her face, she still looked stunning.

“Nice shoes,” I told her. I didn’t even know what they looked like because I was incapable of moving my gaze from her face yet.

Julia narrowed her eyes at me briefly. “Thank you.” Her attention dropped to my tie and held there, only the slight tightening of her lips betraying the fact that she picked up exactly what I’d wanted her to. It was a slow, suspended moment before she met my eyes again and I didn’t look away. This was the kind of crack in the door I’d been looking for, because in her eyes there was nostalgia. And pain.

But that was okay to me. If she hurt in the same way that I did, thinking about that night, about the hours we danced and talked, whispered into each other’s ears while a packed room moved around us, then it still meant something to her.

“Ready to look around?”

She pulled in a deep breath and nodded. “The neighborhood isn’t quite as nice as the other two.”

“No, it’s not,” I agreed. “Not quite as family-friendly either. But it hits a lot of things on her list, so I figured it was worth a look.”

Julia was quiet, more quiet than usual, while we wandered the split level house. Occasionally, I’d point something out and she’d nod or make a quiet noise of acknowledgment. Through the back slider, I showed her the portion of the fencing that needed to be replaced, and she walked up next to me, but didn’t look through the glass.

I turned my head, and she was watching me, thoughtful and considering.

“What is it?” I asked.

She shook her head, gave me an embarrassed half-smile. “You’re just ... you’re really good at your job. I thought it at the last house, when we were in the basement, and I should have told you. It’s nice seeing you in your element.”

A pleased smile covered my face, and when her eyes flicked to my mouth, it grew wider. “Thank you. That means a lot.”

Julia turned quickly, breaking the perfectly polite moment. With anyone else, at least, it would have been. It seemed like everything we did, said, didn’t say, was so loaded down with subtext that it was a miracle we could make our bodies move at all. Weeding through that subtext might not be easy, but one thing was clear to me today. She definitely didn’t hate me. Maybe she didn’t still love me, but the attraction was still there. It was a banked fire in her eyes, in those brief flicks to my mouth, or my hands, it flared up and blasted me with its heat.

But no matter what anyone might believe, I didn’t want simply attraction. I didn’t want the fire by itself. I wanted every piece of Julia, wanted her to have every piece of me.

I cleared my throat and followed her into the next room, even though I knew this wasn’t the house for Brooke. Julia was clearing the step into the kitchen, with me right behind her, when her shoe caught on the lip of the hardwood floor.

“Careful,” I said and grabbed her waist to steady her. We held like that, with her back to me and my hand on the curve of her waist. Oh, how I wished I could see her face. Very slowly, I removed my hand and eased her away from me, even though I very much didn’t want to. But this was one place I wouldn’t push her, wouldn’t tread too closely to the invisible line between us.

Julia didn’t move into the kitchen, neither did I.

She spoke slowly, quietly, at first. “This is ... this still feels impossible to me, Cole.”

I sighed and walked around her into the kitchen, needing to see her face, which was pale. She didn’t meet my eyes when she followed me into the room, but her hands were shaking.

“What does?”

“The first day was so hard, you know? Too hard. And yesterday was almost bizarre in how polite it was.” She lifted her eyes, and they burned hot, bright with emotion that I couldn’t place, but it made my heart race all the same. “I still don’t,” she swallowed, pressed her hands to her stomach, “I still don’t know how to do this.”

I sighed heavily, kept my eyes on her. “I don’t either.”

“And I get it,” she said in a rush, but I still heard the thickening of emotion behind the quickly spoken words. “I get why we can’t just stand in some stranger’s house and rehash everything that went wrong with us, but I can’t stand ignoring it either.”

I rubbed at the back of my neck, weighing the truth of her words. “I know. I know, I ... I’m trying not to look at it as ignoring, I guess. I just don’t know what the appropriate time is either, where we start, when we have the time to do it,” I told her with as much honesty as I could. “I’m scared too. Aren’t you?”

My admission hung there, something she could have probably used as a weapon against me, if she was so inclined. Julia stared down at the floor, and I hated that I couldn’t see her eyes anymore.

“Yes, Cole,” she whispered, and I heard the tears in her voice. “Yes, that scares me too.”

Her shoulders shook, and she cried quietly, but she didn’t run.

It wasn’t much, but it was something.


Thirteen

Julia




Weak. I was so weak. Not even an hour in his presence, seeing him smile, trying to make me comfortable, and I cracked. This thing hanging over was so big and so heavy, pressing against all sides of me that I couldn’t push it away.

But the thought of really talking with Cole, the way Brooke had begged me to, brought the tears as quickly and as easily as breathing. And the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back was Cole’s admission that he was scared. Fear was an emotion that I carried well. Too well. I’d lived with it as a companion from the time I realized I couldn’t conceive easily. It served as a tight binding around the emotions that I couldn’t place, held my tongue in moments where I should probably speak, and let tears loose when I wished they’d stay in. I hated it. Hated it and didn’t know how to change it.

“Please don’t cry,” he begged as he stepped closer to me and lifted a hand to comfort me. Instead of the tentative pause the last time I lost my mind around him, this time he was sure and steady, starting at my shoulder and running his hand down my upper arm.

Like there was a string tugging me toward him, I swayed, but instead of letting the momentum take me in his direction, I straightened my spine and stayed where I was. My palm dashed away a tear while I stared up into his face. “I’m sorry. I had no intention of doing ... this. Again,” I added in a watery voice.

“I don’t know how to do this either, Julia. There’s no rule book, no precedent for us to follow.” All the while, his hand smoothed up and down, up and down. My shirt covered my skin, but the heat of his hand seared through it like it was nonexistent.

“Don’t you feel it hanging over us? These awful words and unresolved feelings. It’s like I can’t breathe while it’s still between us.”

His hand tightened when it came up and over my shoulder, and I got the sense that he wanted to cup the back of my neck like he used to, let his fingers tangle in my hair. Only he didn’t. He watched my face, so patient and so calm, only the slightest hint of manic, bald emotion in his eyes while I spoke.

Words spilled out of me, with no filter or no second guessing as to how he might take it, how it might sound. “And it’s so big. Everything that happened is so much bigger than us, and I can’t even imagine how we sit down and start that conversation. Is it as simple as I’m sorry? To admit where we went wrong and just move past it? Cole, I don’t know how we’re supposed to do this.” My breath came faster, my pitch rising, the tears drying up in favor of a panic gripping my throat. “And I don’t even know if it matters, because once Brooke has a house ... once we find the house, why would we have a reason to see each other? And I don’t even know if we should or if you want to...”

“Julia,” he interrupted, voice firm and touch steadying on my arm. “Take a deep breath.” Okay. Right. Breathing was good. I did as he asked, watched him nod approvingly when I repeated it. “Good. That’s better.”

That’s what I missed about Cole. That right there. The intent behind every single thing he did. The way he spoke and how he moved, the words he spoke were all so full of intention. He was one of the least flippant people I’d ever met. And he watched me with so much intent that my heart sped up inexplicably. The string tugged, knotted tight around my spine and I followed, just enough that I reached a hand up and gripped the lapel of his suit.

His eyes shut briefly, and when they opened, I had to suck in a breath because there was so much in them. “You’re right. We don’t have to see each other after this if we don’t want to.”

Disappointment was a sharp slice against my heart, and my mind raced to figure out if it was real, or if I was just caught up in this overloaded moment. And then guilt, because I didn’t have the right to feel disappointed. I’d left him. So I nodded slowly, stared at the knot of his bright blue tie. “Right.”

His hand slid from my shoulder up to my face, and gently, so very gently, he swept his thumb over my cheekbone. My heart rioted, my stomach pitched and all the skin on my body sprang with goosebumps. The desire was swift and unexpected and I worked to breathe through it.

“Julia,” he said quietly, a command to quit avoiding his eyes. It took another beat, but I looked up. “I know that I want to see you again. Okay? It can be as simple as coffee. Just coffee and conversation. I think we can manage that, don’t you?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “Can we?”

Cole considered his words before he spoke, watched his hand on my face before he opened his mouth. “I think we owe it to ourselves to try. Sit down and talk, figure out what normal might look like for us now, with the people that we’ve become.”

When I could finally swallow past the lump in my throat, his thumb moved again and my eyelids fluttered shut. “Do you think we’re so different?”

He didn’t answer right away, so I looked up at him. Then he nodded. “I do. It’s inevitable.”

“I hope that’s not the case,” I whispered, hardly able to believe that I was having this conversation with him. Because I wanted to, because I dared to, I lifted my other hand and touched the knot of his tie, coming so close to the warm skin of his neck that I could feel the heat of it on my fingertips.

“Why not?” he said roughly, stepping closer to me. Closer, and closer again. A breath between us, and it felt like too much. I didn’t answer, so he said it again. “Julia, why not?”

I swallowed audibly, tightened my fingers where they still gripped his suit. “Because there’s so much about you I would never want to change, and if I think too hard about the fact that my thoughtless actions, my selfish decisions might have pulled those things out of you, it makes me hate myself more than I already do for leaving you.”

“Julia,” he said on a loaded exhale and leaned his head down. His lips were so close to my forehead that I felt every puff of air, each one seeping through my skin, into my veins, gathering strength to my heart. Enough strength that I pushed away all the reasons why we shouldn’t, why I was afraid to, and lifted my chin so that his lips found purchase.

He pressed a kiss to my forehead, wrapped his arm tightly around my waist to gather me to him. My hand smoothed up and over his chest, only stopping when I cupped his hard jaw. Cole kissed along my temple and across my cheek, the throbbing of his heart audible underneath my other hand. He whispered into my skin, and I couldn’t understand what he said above the roaring of my blood. My hand moved from his jaw to the back of his head where I sifted my fingers through his silky hair.

“Please,” I begged him quietly. Before my heart could beat a single time, our mouths met in an achingly slow kiss. He groaned, a tortured sound that came from so deep in his chest that I couldn’t help but match it with a relieved sob of my own, just from the touch of our lips.

His taste was so familiar, his lips so firm and sure, that my eyes burned with new tears. Home. It felt like home. Our lips moved against each other in an unhurried push and pull, slow sips that spoke of familiarity and a banked passion. I wound myself around him, both arms around his neck and reveled in the way he deepened the kiss, the way he slid his hands up my back and gripped my hair the way he loved to, the way I loved, too.

I went up on the balls of my feet, needing to get closer, unable to fight the tidal wave of overwhelming feeling of being wrapped in his arms again. After so long, an impossible distance, I was exactly where I wanted to be. My hands tightened, so did his. Just as I started to tilt my head, to chase his tongue with my own, he pulled back.

Not too far, just enough to brush his nose against the length of my own. His eyes were still closed, but I couldn’t do the same. Wasting a moment, forgetting a second of this would only be something to add to my list of things I’d done wrong. So I savored it. Breathed him in, enjoyed the feel of his hair in between my fingers, the iron band of muscles in his arms where they encircled me, clutched me to him.

Unable to stop, I pressed another soft kiss against his mouth and smiled when he sighed audibly against my lips. His hands moved so he cupped both sides of my face and he finally opened his eyes.

“Hi,” I whispered, loathing the thought of moving away from him.

He let out a low laugh and tilted his forehead against mine. “Hi.”

Instead of kissing him again, I wrapped my arms around his waist and settled against him. Cole stroked a hand down the length of my ponytail and took a deep inhale against the top of my head before he took a step back. Instantly I felt cold, but the look on his face told me that he hated it as much as I did.

“That was probably stupid, huh?” I asked, giving him a sheepish smile.

“Not stupid. Just, I don’t know,” he searched for the right word, as he held my eyes. “If this is on the table, all of it, then we talk first. Coffee first. Somewhere incredibly public.” His thumb traced the bottom edge of my lip and I shivered. “Some people could jump in without looking first, but we are doing this the right way.”

Cole was so sure. I could see it in his face. So sure that no matter what had happened between us so long ago, it was something that we were capable of overcoming. I hadn’t trusted him before, not enough. Not like I should have. I should have trusted my husband enough to tell him how I was feeling without using my emotions as a weapon, as a shield against him because I hated his different opinion, felt insecure about the fact that he knew exactly what he wanted to do and why and I wasn’t able to do the same.

“The right way,” I repeated with a tiny smile. “Brooke told me that I needed to just talk to you. I hate it when she’s right.”

He smiled so brilliantly that I laughed, my head spinning and my heart clenching in my chest. We walked out of the kitchen with our shoulders brushing. “This isn’t her house, is it?”

I loved that he knew. I shook my head. “Nope.”

“The one from yesterday?”

“Yup.”

Cole locked up behind us and opened my car door for me. After I was buckled in and rolled down the window, he closed the door and braced his hands on the car so he could lean his head down. “I’m going to call Brooke, maybe set up a time to come to her place so I can see her face to face when we talk about putting in an offer. Will you be there?”

The smile threatened at how silly this felt. Like a date, but so much weirder, because divorced couple right here. Thankfully, I kept my cool and nodded. “I’ll be there.”

Cole stepped back so I could pull out, but I pointed a finger at him through my open window. “Don’t think I don’t know what you were doing with your tie choices.”

“I expected you to know.” He rapped his knuckles on the top of the car and winked at me. “I’ll see you soon, Julia.”

It was a miracle that I didn’t puke, that I was capable of calmly driving away. My fingers fumbled with my phone when I hit a red light, and I pulled up Rory’s contact info, in desperate, holy-shit-what-is-happening need of another female opinion that was not Brooke. Rory was unbiased. Brooke would shove me to our coffee date faster than I could say “meddlesome”.

Thank the Lord, sweet baby in a manger, Rory picked up on the first ring.

“This is Aurora,” she said politely.

“How serious was your offer of friendship? Because I’m about to go park myself at a bar to stem the oncoming freak-out that I have brewing in my head.”

After a beat, she laughed. “Well, hi Julia. Good day?”

I whimpered in answer.

“Of course my offer was serious. I can safely escape the office in,” she hummed, “about an hour, give or take. Does that work?”

“Yes,” I said on a rush. “Thank you.”

“Text me where to meet you. Try not to drink too much before I get there.”

“No promises,” I mumbled, my belly swarming with butterflies. Lots and lots of butterflies.
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Fifty-eight minutes later, Rory edged around a high-top table at the country bar I’d chosen. I laughed at how out of place she looked. Both of us, I guess. But her especially, in a tailored black dress, wide cheetah print belt and ice pick-heeled black patent shoes.

“Nice choice,” she said dryly when she sat opposite of me.

I shrugged, not even feeling self-conscious about it. “Can’t get good country bars in Connecticut. It was also the first one I saw, so there you go.”

She assessed me carefully, obviously noting the I’ve been recently crying treatment to my eye makeup. Her eyes only widened slightly at the two drinks in front of me.

“I couldn’t decide,” I said, only the slightest defensive edge in my voice.

“One of those days, huh?”

I blew out a long breath. “Abridged version?”

“If that’s what you prefer.”

“My sister tricked me and Cole into house-hunting for her together, we did a pretty spectacular job of avoiding anything of substance until today, when we kissed in the kitchen of someone else’s house and I think possibly agreed to start dating. But I don’t really know for sure.”

Rory choked on the sip of water in her mouth. When she’d succeeded in swallowing it without spewing all over me, she leaned in. “Umm, what?”

“I’m still not sure how it happened,” I cried. A guy at the table next to us turned to glance at me and Rory nailed him with a glare so effective that even I shrank in my seat. “And I can’t talk to my sister about it because she’s so Team Cole that it won’t even be something she thinks I need to think over. But it’s ridiculous, isn’t it? We’re divorced, for crying out loud. We haven’t had a single discussion about what happened between us, and we kissed. Like, tongue kissed.” Then I pouted. “Well, almost.”

I knew it was bad when, in the process of my little outburst, Rory’s mouth slowly fell open and she grabbed the fuller of my two drinks. “Mind if I have a sip?”

“Help yourself,” I said miserably.

She took a long drink and winced. “That’s terrible.”

“It is.”

Rory sank back in her seat and stared at me. “I must admit I’m at a bit of a loss here. One, I’ve never been divorced. Two, I don’t know either you or Cole all that well. And three, I sure as hell didn’t expect you to say what you just said.”

She chuckled when I dropped my head into my hands. “I’m glad you find this funny.”

“I find your theatrics funny,” she clarified.

In my head, I glared at her, but I didn’t have the strength to lift my head. “I think the situation warrants some theatrics.”

“Can’t argue with that. But they won’t help.”

That helped me lift my head. “No, I suppose they won’t.”

“Do you want to date your ex-husband?” she asked matter-of-factly.

“Is it really that simple?”

“Yes.”

“Who? Who would this be simple for?” I shrugged. “I’m still sifting through how I feel about all of this, and that feels like a really loaded question that I am not at all equipped to answer.”

Rory regarded me for a few seconds. “I don’t know you that well, of course, but if you kissed him, then you want him. Right? You’re attracted to him?”

Now that wasn’t hard to answer. “Yes.” I said it so miserably that she grinned. I chucked a napkin at her. “But that’s a separate issue.”

“Is it?” It was Rory’s turn to shrug. “Seems like a pretty good starting point to me. You date someone that you know you have things in common with, that you’re attracted to. If that’s the lens that both of you are willing to view this through, it seems like you might be complicating this.”

“Maybe,” I hedged.

“So,” she said, “let’s try this again. Do you want to date Cole?”

His kiss. The way he winked at me before I drove off. The way he wanted to do this the right way. It wasn’t hard for me to answer. “Yes, I do.”

Rory smiled. “That wasn’t so hard.”

“Oh, sure. Are you going to be my fill-in for the big convo that we’re destined to have?”

“Ha. You couldn’t pay me enough.” She flagged down a waitress and ordered a chardonnay. “Who says it has to be hard?”

I held my hand out to her, which she regarded warily. “I’m not sure we’ve been properly introduced. My name is Julia and I left my husband in a spectacularly callous fashion, and we still have yet to discuss why. Also, I don’t deal well with emotions that scare me.”

Rory let out an indelicate sound that might have been a snort on a less-polished woman. “Tell me who does deal with scary emotions well?”

Fair point. Ugh. I hated logic in moments such as these. She laughed at the expression on my face.

“I’m a wreck.”

“No, you’re not,” she countered instantly. “There’s not exactly a road map for this, but the bottom line, the only one that matters is if you want to do the work. If you don’t, there’s nothing wrong with that. If you don’t want to revisit everything that happened, don’t want to wade through the sludge even though Cole is on the other side of it, then don’t.”

The way my heart squeezed painfully at her easy out gave me my answer. Of course, I didn’t want to wade through the sludge. Didn’t want to rehash what I considered the greatest shame of my entire life.

“If Cole is on the other side,” I said carefully, “then yes, but…”

“But nothing. I’m serious. That man loves you. What could be so hard about one conversation?”

“It’s more than that.” I held up my hands when she gave me a doubtful look. “It is.”

“How so?”

I swallowed heavily, because it took a lot for me to put a voice to my fears. “Even if we have that conversation, how do we ever really get past it? Where I won’t constantly feel like I need to make up this giant awful thing to him?”

“The balance of power.”

I nodded. “Yeah. It seems like I’ll always feel that Cole has the upper hand in our relationship, that black mark that he can throw back in my face, because I took away our marriage. I took away time. How does someone ever forgive that?”

“Or forgive themselves for that,” she said quietly.

I stared down at the table, unable to admit the truth in her words. “He may not forgive me when he realizes the extent of how cowardly I was,” I admitted quietly, hoping she couldn’t hear me.

“You think he doesn’t already know?”

My head whipped up. Okaaay, I guess she heard me. There was blatant challenge in her eyes, but her smile was sympathetic.

“I’m sorry if that sounds harsh,” she said. “But think about it. If he’s the one you left without a single word, don’t you think he already knows the worst side of you?”

I pulled in a shaky breath. “I suppose. I’ve never thought of it that way.”

“Nobody likes to think about it that way. But there’s a reason that we place our trust in a select few people in this world, why we let them truly love us. It’s because they see us at our lowest and still find us worthy. The dark, the yuck, the awful, it doesn’t scare them away. That’s a hard pill to swallow sometimes, because we don’t feel like we’re worthy. And I know Cole still loves you, even though you left him. Real love forgives the unforgiveable.”

I actively willed away the tears that really wanted to escape at her gently spoken words, harsh though they were. They also happened to be true. “Why are you so smart?”

She smiled. “Annoying, right? Garrett thinks so too sometimes.”

“I’d like to meet him someday.”

“You will,” she said, and I could tell she believed it. “You’ll meet all the guys. They’re great.”

“I’m glad Cole has had that in his life. He probably needed it. Needed them.”

Rory’s wine arrived at the table, and she gave the waitress a polite smile. “You need it too, Julia. And I’m glad you called. I’m not a hugger, otherwise I’d be giving you one right now.”

I laughed. “Fair enough. I am a hugger, so I might force you when we’re done here.”

Her nose wrinkled. “Lovely.”

“Thank you though,” I told her sincerely.

She waved off my thanks, but I can tell she was pleased. “While you’re feeling generous toward me, I’ve been wondering something.”

“What’s that?”

“Why didn’t you ever change your last name?”

I laughed under my breath before taking another drink. “Couldn’t bring myself to do it. Always had an excuse why I couldn’t go through the process.” Briefly, I lifted my eyebrows. “I hated the idea of letting go of that part of me. Letting go of Cole, I guess. I know it sounds insane, but that felt like something even more permanent than divorcing him.”

“Exactly how much denial have you been living in these past years?” she asked dryly.

I chucked a balled-up napkin at her, and we laughed.

Rory gently set the napkin onto the table. “Now that the hard part is over, tell me exactly why your sister is an amazing, evil genius.”

I told her, and we laughed, but the whole time we sat there, I kept replaying the kiss, replaying his words and Rory’s words. Maybe I was complicating things. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time in my life that I’d done so. But this was Cole. The only man I’d ever loved. And breaking his heart once was bad enough, I’d never forgive myself if I did it again.

But if he was willing to take a chance on me, then I could pull my big girl pants up and do the same. He said he’d see me soon, and suddenly, it felt like it couldn’t be soon enough.
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Julia




“I think I’m going to puke.”

“Not in the muffins, please,” Brooke called from the couch. “Aren’t I supposed to be the one with that particular issue?”

I blew out a hard breath so that the chunk of hair that had fallen in my eyes moved out of the way while I scooped muffin batter into the tin. “You’re not exactly in the same position that I am right now.”

“Ahh yes. The position where your charming and handsome ex-husband is about to knock on the door to this apartment in about five minutes?”

Yup. That was the one. And maybe there was the teensy little addition of the kiss, the one that I had yet to tell Brooke about because I didn’t want her to go into early labor when she found out. “Yeah, maybe.”

“It’ll be fine. Cole will be so excited to see me that he won’t even notice that you’ve baked five dozen muffins and can’t stop fluttering around the room.” She smiled at me when I glanced at her over my shoulder from the shoebox-sized kitchen.

“Thanks.”

Brooke stretched and pushed a fist into her back. “You’re welcome. Lord, I swear there won’t be room in here for much longer.”

Instead of responding, I stared at the clock while it ticked past another minute. Cole would be here any second. My stomach rioted with nerves, so buoyant that I thought it might float right up my throat. Rory’s advice the night before never stopped chipping away at my brain, so I only managed a few fitful hours of sleep. Besides the unintended glimpse in the grocery store, this was the worst I’d looked since Cole first saw me again. That was okay though, because he’d already seen me at my lowest. Rory was right about that.

We were past the point of needing to impress each other. What we needed to do—decide if we could do—was see whether we had enough of a foundation to rebuild. Whether the attraction we felt wasn’t a symptom of missing each other, missing the intimacy we had, or if it was real.

It sure as hell felt real to me, that gnawing pain inside of me when I thought of him now. Cole had well and truly been released from the prison I’d kept him in for so many years. Now he was everywhere, coursing through my veins, my heart, my mind.

“I kissed him,” I said quietly, hoping that maybe Brooke wouldn’t hear me.

“What?” she screeched.

With a wince, I turned to face her. “Yesterday. At the house.”

Her jaw fell so far open that I could have punched her in tonsils if I wanted to. “You dirty, lying little slut. How could you not tell me?”

Nothing like a loaded question to answer two minutes before Cole walked in the door. I washed my hands and took my time drying them on the towel she kept hanging on the handle of the stove before going and sitting next to her on the couch. “Because I knew once I did, he and I would be a sure thing in your mind.”

“Sweet cheeks,” she said condescendingly, “you’ve been a sure thing in my mind since the day you saw him at King Soopers.”

“You know, I get the distinct impression that if you could reach that far, you would’ve patted my head when you said that.”

Brooke eyed the distance between us on the couch. “Possibly.” Then she grinned. “Was it good?”

I couldn’t stop the smile. Didn’t want to. “Yeah. It was.”

Her head dropped back on the couch and she sighed. “I know I’m supposed to be a man-hater right now because of Kevin, but man, that right there restores my hope in humanity a little bit.”

“How so?”

“The smile on your face is something that I have not seen in years.” As I opened my mouth to answer, there was a sharp knock on the door. Brooke winked at me. “Go get him, tiger. Just please don’t mate in the doorway while I’m stuck here on the couch.”

Behind my back, I held up my middle finger, which made her laugh. Smoothing my messy hair or fidgeting with my hooded sweatshirt felt ridiculous, so I just opened the damn door, finding him smiling widely on the other side.

“Come on in,” I told him with a shy smile. His eyes were so warm, so happy, that all my nerves evaporated in an instant. How he could be so happy to see me, looking exhausted and terrible, was so far beyond my powers of comprehension that I decided it simply didn’t matter.

There was no mating in the doorway, not even a hug in greeting. But it was okay, because the way he held my eyes before walking in was enough to reduce my knees to a pitiful pile of gelatin, barely enough to hold me up. Then he smiled over my shoulder.

“If it isn’t the master plotter herself,” Cole said to Brooke. She laughed and held her hands out so he could help her up. He took them, but looked over at me. “This okay, or should I ignore the nice, pregnant woman’s request to stand?”

“The nice pregnant lady can talk, thank you very much,” Brooke said with absolutely no heat. Cole let go of one hand to grip her elbow and help steady her. My sister cupped the side of Cole’s face and I blinked away tears. “Hey, bro.”

He leaned in for a hug, wrapping her up so completely that I almost felt like I was intruding. “Thank you,” he whispered, but I heard him. Then he pulled back and looked at her basketball-size belly. “May I?”

Brooke nodded, still smiling at him. Cole’s large hand spread over her stomach, and my heart tingled, sadness and pride warring frantically. Pride in him, that he was such a good man after everything. Sadness because I’d never felt that from him. Thankfully Cole didn’t turn to look at me, he wouldn’t need to, he knew me well enough to know what I’d be thinking. He simply shook his head and made an awe-filled sound. “Two in there, huh? You always were an over-achieving little shit.”

She laughed. “Good to see you, too. And yes, two. Hence the reason I’m stuck inside this apartment. If you want me to knit you a scarf or something, I’m about to take up a new hobby before I lose my mind.”

Cole helped her sit back down and shrugged off his jacket before laying it over the back of a chair by the small kitchen table. “You won’t need a new hobby.”

I busied myself in the kitchen, pouring water for Cole and refilling Brooke’s jug. “Why not?”

He looked at me, looked down the length of my body, and smiled. I was still wearing my fuzzy black slippers on my feet, and my leggings had ducks on them, a far cry from how I’d looked the last time I saw him. “She’s about to buy a house and move. That should keep her busy for a bit.”

“Is it insane that I’m about to put in an offer on a house that I’ve never seen?” Brooke asked.

Cole shook his head. “I don’t think so. You’re certainly not the first client of mine that’s done it. And you’re right to trust Julia, it’s a great property. You’ll be able to grow into it, give your kids a nice place to grow up.”

I gave him his water and took a seat by Brooke. “How much do you think she should offer?”

Cole pulled out his laptop while we discussed that, the comps in the neighborhood and how long it had been on the market. Brooke asked to see some of the pictures he’d taken after I left and he flipped through them, pointing out things that might get brought up in the inspection. In the end, Brooke decided to offer the asking price since it was within her budget and she didn’t want to lose the house.

“I think that’s smart,” he told her with a smile. “The listing agent said she’s shown it quite a few times since they lowered the price a couple weeks ago.”

“If they accept the offer, when would she be able to move in?”

He turned to me, the warmth in his eyes the only difference in how he looked at Brooke. “We can negotiate that in the offer. But I don’t see why it couldn’t be soon. The owners are already out. As long as there’s nothing major that comes up in the inspection that we need them to fix, and we can schedule the closing date ASAP, you might as well start packing.”

I looked around the tiny room. “Okay, that’ll take us about an hour.”

Brooke laughed. “Don’t be such a snob. It’s not that bad.”

“Is all of this furniture coming with you?” Cole asked, eyeing the sectional couch we were sitting on.

“Yeah, plus some of Julia’s stuff that’s in storage,” she said. “I guess we’ll have to hire a moving company.”

“No need,” Cole said quickly. “I’ve got a handful of friends and two trucks we can use, if you’re okay with that.”

“Oh, we couldn’t impose on them,” I said immediately, then swallowed, hoping it didn’t sound rude to so easily dismiss his offer. I held my breath and held his eyes before looking over at Brooke. She had her eyebrows raised, clearly not expecting the offer either. I’d just mentioned to Rory how much I wanted to meet his friends, but I certainly hadn’t expected them to help move my sister across town when they’d never met either of us.

But he only smiled. “It’s not an imposition.”

“Yeah,” Brooke said. “Especially if they’re hot. Are they hot?”

“Brooke,” I admonished under my breath.

Cole rubbed his jaw. “I refuse to answer that question.” We laughed, and then he pinched his eyes shut. “But objectively, I’m sure that you would find at least one of them attractive, yes.”

Brooke hummed. “How many of these objectively handsome friends do you have to perform manual labor for me while I sit on my chair and dictate like a queen?”

He gave her an amused grin. “Depending on what day we do this, there are four, five including me. But only Michael and Tristan are single, so you’ll have to rein yourself in with the others.”

My stomach swooped. Brooke flicked her eyes over at me and widened them dramatically. Cole clearly hadn’t caught the implication of what he’d said. He was so in, all in, and it boggled my mind. Every day, I mentally struggled with hurdling those obstacles ahead of us, but it didn’t seem like he doubted us in the slightest.

How. The. Eff was it possible? It lit the smallest fire of panic in my belly.

“Oh, I only want to look,” she said breezily. Then she waved at her stomach. “Plus, it’s not like I’m going to sweep anyone off their feet like this. I’ve got the world’s two best mood killers in there.”

“Regardless, you look amazing, Brooke,” he said sincerely. “I’m happy for you.”

My heart. No matter what was in my belly, my heart didn’t stand a chance with this man. I don’t think Brooke did either, because she sniffed and looked down at his laptop again, probably hoping he didn’t notice. My sister was not a crier. Quite unlike me, obviously.

While we sat there, Cole emailed the listing agent with Brooke’s offer, her desire to close and move in quickly. When Brooke started knitting her fingers together, I reached out to steady her.

“You’ll get it. That house was meant for you.”

She smiled. “I guess this is one time I can be happy that Mom and Dad are loaded, huh? Didn’t think I’d touch that trust fund for a long time.”

Both Brooke and I received trust funds when we turned twenty, with stipulations of how we could use it before we turned thirty. Education and real estate were about the only reasons we could draw from it in those first ten years. I’d purchased my small bungalow in Connecticut with it, and got my Master’s in communication, without the slightest compunction about paying those debts with money that came from our family. The way I looked at it was they damn well owed us something good, something of worth, because as parents, they kinda sucked.

No matter what Brooke or I did, it wasn’t good enough. For me, divorcing Cole without a backward glance was my saving grace. Brooke’s was contributing to the family line. They were a dichotomy, my parents. They had old-school values, a thick guilt vein born from the Catholic upbringing they’d both had, that they gave us in only the slightest, watered-down version of the faith.

My divorce from Cole was one of the strangest things they could have supported, but they did. Support being the leanest word I could think of. In reality, they bludgeoned me over the head with the reasons why I should do it. He had no family, he was no one, he couldn’t give me a child, didn’t support me in wanting to do it the ‘right way’ (according to them), and he didn’t respect our family. That was the biggest sin of them all.

Their perception of his ‘disrespect’ was too much to overcome in their eyes. Even though I’d long ago given up trying to understand them, they’d attempted to lay out all their reasons.

So sitting there, watching him with Brooke, was almost more than I could handle. Cole never judged the trust fund we’d received, but he wasn’t in a rush to touch it either, when we’d been married. Buying a house had been our only goal with it, and after the lack of support from my parents’, he said he’d never taint an adoption with money from them.

Harsh words at the time, but I couldn’t argue the truth of them now. The shame returned, slow and cold through my veins. I couldn’t blame my age on how much I listened to my parents. I was old enough to make my own choices, but the sheer exhaustion of what Cole and I had gone through weighed on me so heavily that I didn’t have it in me to fight him anymore.

When your mother and father, who never truly supported you in any of the ways that mattered, start rubbing your back and wiping your tears, telling you that you’re doing the right thing, it’s heady. So I’d rested in that, instead of walking back through the door to Cole.

“Julia?” Brooke asked.

I blinked, giving her a smile. “Sorry. Blanked out for a minute.”

Cole was watching me carefully, the warmth in his eyes cooled by a wary expression that I recognized from the first house we wandered. Unsure of what I was thinking, what I was feeling. He must have read the expression on my face, one that I’d unconsciously formed. Sure enough, I rubbed at my forehead and felt the tightness there from the way my brows furrowed.

“I just said that we were done here,” Brooke said. “And I asked if you wanted to walk Cole out.” She gave me a meaningful look. A don’t you freaking dare not take this opportunity kind of look that only a sister can deliver with the correct amount of murderous intent without looking psychotic.

“Sure. I’d be happy to.”

Cole stood and placed a quick kiss on the top of Brooke’s head. “Good to see you, kid.”

She beamed up at him and I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Lately, the only thing that made her this level of happy was a new carton of Ben and Jerry’s hand-delivered to her bed. “You too. Let me know as soon as you hear, either way.”

“I will,” he promised and slung his laptop bag over his shoulder. This time, I did smooth out my sweatshirt while I walked to the door, then I looked down at my slippers, wondering if I should switch to shoes. Cole spoke over my shoulder, a low rumbling voice that did interesting things to parts of my body that were definitely not my stomach. Little bit lower. Little bit higher. “Keep ‘em on. I think they’re sexy.”

I was about to smile over my shoulder when Brooke groaned. “Oh em gee, I told you no mating in the doorway.”

Cole choked on a laugh and I opened the door before turning and pinning her with a glare. “I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t hurry on my account.”

“The muffins will burn if I don’t come back in.”

She lifted her eyebrows at me. “I think your muffin could do with a little bit of that.”

Lord save me from little sisters. I couldn’t meet Cole’s eyes while I shut the door behind me and we walked down the stairs to the half-empty parking lot. His shoulder brushed against mine and all around me was his scent, despite the fact that we were outside. Maybe no one else would have noticed it so strongly, but I knew I was attuned to it in a different way than anyone else might have been.

We reached his car without a word spoken between us, a vibrating tension strung tight between our bodies.

“Remember that coffee we talked about?” he asked me, dipping his chin a little so that I had no choice but to meet his eyes.

“Yeah,” I managed, voice catching only the slightest bit.

“How about now?”

My head snapped up. “Now?”

His smile was slow, amused, and took its sweet time stretching across his face. For the first time, I noticed that he had the faintest of laugh lines around his eyes when he smiled, a small stamp of age that he didn’t have before. Yeah, they worked for him. Ass.

“Too soon?”

“Yeah,” I said, then shook my head. “No, I mean, I think I’d like to look a little more ... presentable.”

He studied my face in a deliberate way, taking his time on every separate piece, settling on my mouth the longest. The dark brown of his eyes heated, making my blood boil into something unrecognizable. “You’re beautiful.”

I blushed. I couldn’t help it. “Can I meet you somewhere in an hour?”

Cole nodded. “That’s fine. Somewhere busy or quiet?”

My breath stretched between us, and I saw him inhale it, as if it were a tangible piece of me that he could slip under his skin. A tiny part of me that was just for him.

“I think ... I think we should go somewhere busy.”

He let out a low laugh and then hissed in a breath, dropping a quick, impossibly innocent kiss on my forehead. His lips were dry, warm, and they didn’t linger like I expected them to. “You’re probably right. I’ll text you an address.”

I turned and walked back up the steps, his eyes on me the entire way, and it wasn’t until I shut myself back in the apartment to the unrestrained laughter of my sister, that I could breathe fully again.

“Shut up,” I said to Brooke. “We’re just going to talk.”

“Okay,” she replied, then broke out in peals of laughter again. I pinched my eyes shut and thunked the back of my head against the door.

An hour.

I could do this.

For once, I had to try to earn the blind faith that he’d seemingly never lost in me. For him, I could do this.
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Cole




Table or massive leather chairs? The choice of seating had never, ever felt so vital to me as it did while I waited for Julia to show up at the coffee shop I’d randomly picked because it was only about ten minutes from Brooke’s place and close enough to the office that I was still able to get there and get a little work done before we were supposed to meet.

If we sat at a table, there would be a stretch of lacquered wood separating us and hard, uncomfortable chairs to hold us up. But those chairs were move-able. There was the possibility for slyly moving my chair closer to hers, to be next to her at the table instead of across. And I could stare straight at her, face her head-on and have the ability to stare, unabashedly, to my heart’s content.

Speaking of my heart, I rubbed at my shirt, making a mental checklist of whether I was having heart attack symptoms when I realized the appointed hour was up, that she’d be walking through the door any minute. It felt like a first date, but about a thousand times more stressful.

I turned to the brown leather chairs, at their stationary positions, at the way they didn’t face each other, and made a sharp pivot to the table next to me. My hands smoothed out on the surface while I sat, my fingers tapping a frantic rhythm while I waited. Since I was waiting to order until she got there, there was very little to do except stare at my phone, but that made me feel like an idiot who wasn’t capable of leaving it untouched for more than a few minutes.

Bright sunlight streamed in through the massive wall of windows that faced toward the west. People spoke in a low, pleasant hum from the groups of seating around the coffee shop, one of the more generic ones sprinkled around Denver. I could have picked something newer, something with fancy brews and sleek minimalist design, but that didn’t feel right. Not for this.

What was this? I wasn’t even sure I knew. Brooke had told her to talk to me, and given that we were in public, my guess is that we could start with the basics. So far we’d managed to ignore the reality of what faced us, or try to kiss it away, which was not a bad plan, but also not the healthiest.

I smoothed a hand down my face when I glanced at the door again. I could survive on that one kiss for another few years if I needed to. The way she felt in my arms, pressed up against me, was the kind of soul-calming happiness that I never thought I’d experience again. The singular taste of her, something I’d never forgotten, was now so fresh in my mind that I was equally relieved and pissed off that we were somewhere public. If we were anywhere else, without strangers’ eyes on us, I wouldn’t be able to hold back.

The bell over the door chimed causing me to look up. Julia was standing there, staring at me with a tiny smile on her face. She’d changed into jeans and a fitted shirt, her hair damp and braided over her shoulder in a thick rope. On her face was little to no makeup, which made my heart swell, because she looked even more beautiful to me that way. Her smile grew, and the dimple on her left cheek popped.

I stood from my chair and closed the distance between us. Was I supposed to hug her? Kiss her cheek? Grab her ass and feel her tongue against mine? Honestly, they all felt like pretty damn good options. Julia answered the question for me and leaned in to give me a quick hug. Too quick. But her arm snuck around my waist and I was able to press a kiss to the top of her head since she was wearing flats, so it still felt like an embarrassment of riches to me.

“You didn’t order yet?” she asked.

“I was waiting for you.”

Julia blushed and I laughed a little at the unintentional meaning to my words. She gave me a quick look under her lashes and headed toward the counter. “Then I’m sorry I took so long.”

Okay. Massive subtext and double-meanings was going to be the name of the game today. We both ordered from the chatty barista behind the counter, and didn’t say anything while we waited for our drinks. I picked up her chai tea latte and my Americano, nodding to the table where I’d been sitting when she arrived. While we sat and took the first tentative sips from our respective drinks, it felt like we were studying each other in a weighted, significant way that we hadn’t done yet.

No unexpected kisses here, no sister with prying eyes, no surprise sightings. Conscious, intentional conversation. Something premeditated and thoughtful. We probably hadn’t had that for the entire last year of our marriage, if I was honest.

“So,” I started, feeling the weight of the moment like a car had parked itself on my chest. Not in a bad way, but heavy all the same. “Tell me what I’ve missed.”

Her eyes were kind of sad, but she still smiled at me. “Nothing like jumping right in.”

“I guess that was kind of broad.” I took another sip of coffee, barely tasted it when I swallowed. All of my senses were on her. Everything I smelled was her, even through the thick aroma of coffee. Nothing had ever affected me the way she did, so the fact that I was so tuned into her, the way that everything blurred around me when she was sitting in front of me, was welcome in its familiarity. “We’re just going to take this one thing at a time. Okay?”

“One thing at a time,” she repeated, holding my eyes. I nodded and gave her a quick, comforting smile, which she returned. “I got my Master’s from UConn.”

“Good for you. I know that was important to you.” Pride in her accomplishments was easy, something I was also familiar with. But I couldn’t stop the dull, throbbing ache of what we’d missed in each other’s lives.

“It was. Helped me get the kind of job I really wanted. I was the director of marketing for a small non-profit that focused on children’s health and literacy in under-served populations. I loved it,” she paused and took a deep breath. “They lost the grant they relied on, so I was kind of in limbo when Brooke called me. It felt like an easy decision to come out here and help her.”

“How long did you work there?”

She lifted her eyebrows briefly while she thought. “Hmm, I think I was just shy of four years when we got the call. It was tough to see it close, but I guess the timing worked out.”

“I’ll say,” I mumbled, but caught her quick grin in response.

“What about you?”

“You already know what I’ve been doing.”

“So nothing has changed. You’ve done nothing new?”

“I moved,” I told her. “Bought a house. Worked a lot. Probably more than I should have,” I admitted. “Made some friends, some really good friends, and kept waking up every day. That’s about it.”

Her eyes were focused down at her drink while she took a few deep breaths. The way I said it couldn’t have sounded more monotonous, which wasn’t how I meant it. But I guess my life did hold a sameness to it, something that was comforting in her absence.

“No girlfriends?” she asked lightly.

“We really want to go down this road?” I said back, just as lightly, just as conscious of all the people around us as she probably was. “Here?”

“You’re saying you’re not curious at all?”

I regarded her steadily, something tight and sharp balled up in my chest when I thought of her with a hypothetical boyfriend. Of course I was curious. “No girlfriends.”

“Dates then,” she countered.

My Julia was nothing if not stubborn. And she’d hold onto this bone until her jaws cracked in half if we didn’t just hash it out. So even if she thought I was pathetic, I held her eyes and answered. “No dates. No girlfriends. No nothing.”

Her face lost a little bit of color, but she didn’t so much as blink. “Nothing,” she repeated, a tinge of disbelief in her voice. One of her hands dropped from where it was curled around her cup, and I stared at the pale pink rounded edges of her fingernails before slowly reaching across the table sliding my pointer finger underneath hers.

Neither of us said anything when I curled my finger around hers and used it to pull her hand closer to mine. With my other hand, palm facing up, I slid it completely under hers, so that her fingers rested on my wrist, and mine on hers.

Julia curved her fingers in, just a touch, and the tips of her fingernails scratched the thrumming of my pulse under my skin. I had to close my eyes, pull at every molecule of self-control. She used to do that, use just the edges of her nails and drag them down my stomach, over every edge of my muscles, tracing them until I’d crack.

“Nothing,” I said in a rough voice. I opened my eyes, saw her pupils dilate. “No one.”

“Oh, Cole,” she breathed, let her fingers trace the veins in my wrist for a moment before pulling away. “I dated someone. For about nine months.”

Any stirrings of desire, of the need to sling her over my shoulder and find a quiet, private spot were doused instantly, the hypothetical relationship acting like a bucket of ice cold water over my head. It wasn’t that I was surprised. Not exactly. Definitely not happy to hear it, judging by the complete shutdown of my brain, but I wasn’t surprised. Julia was smart and beautiful, kind and witty. Men gravitated to women like her with ease.

But she had always felt like mine, too. Even when I didn’t see her, when I didn’t know where she was, she was mine. And I was hers. The thought of someone else looking at her in the same way—even for a brief amount of time—had my stomach curdling, my blood slowing through my veins.

“What happened?” Wow, I managed to say that and not sound like a psycho. Good job, me.

“Just ... ended. He wanted something more serious than I did. And the other dates I went on weren’t, I don’t know, they didn’t feel right.”

“Because...” I prompted, actively banishing the thoughts of her in bed with another man. For my sanity, and for the sake of the table between us, because I’d probably break that if I thought about it for too long.

“Brooke said I was too picky,” she said, watching me carefully, with a massive amount of guilt in her eyes, and a little wariness too. Couldn’t blame her. I was feeling just a bit touchy with the current subject. Not because I’d ever, ever expected her to not move on, not find someone else. I knew the way I lived my life while she was gone was borderline insane. To wait for someone for seven years probably put me in the Guinness Book of World Records for Man Who Pined the Longest. Poor sucker, someone would think, when they saw my picture.

Truthfully, I didn’t even feel the need to tell her that her pickiness was because those guys weren’t right for her. And they weren’t right for her because they weren’t me. Just like no woman ever caused the slightest bit of interest for me because they weren’t her. But Julia didn’t need me to tell her that. Whether she’d admit it yet or not, she knew. I could see it in her eyes, in the way she watched me earlier at Brooke’s, like she wanted to devour me. With her messy hair and ridiculous leggings, massive sweatshirt that covered the body I loved so much, I would have let her.

But this was good. It was necessary. It also felt like we were treading dangerous ground, our thoughts both skirting the edge of what we were capable of withstanding. And there was one surefire topic that I knew would douse those thoughts in ice about as well as Julia dating another man.

“How are your parents?” The question almost lodged in my throat, because the truth was that I didn’t give a shit about them. Her parents felt the same way about me as I did about them. It was quite possible that Julia didn’t realize the extent of my bitterness toward them, and I still could feel it like a coil of iron around my spine.

Her cup froze in the air in front of her mouth, her eyes lasered onto me. The cup went back down to the table without her taking a drink. “Do you really want to know?”

Okay, maybe she did know. I breathed out a laugh. “Sure, why not.”

Julia’s brows bent in a V over her eyes, but she answered. “Currently in Italy for a few months, which is why I’m here to help Brooke. It wasn’t ... convenient for them to cut their trip short.”

The coil of iron, reserved only for them, took on a cold temperature. It didn’t even surprise me, but it still pissed me off. “I’m glad you can be there for her, then.”

“They’re assholes,” she said. “You can say it.”

I laughed. “I’ve certainly thought it over the years, I never realized you agreed.”

She swallowed then, and her eyes darted away to the table next to us, where a young couple sat down and started unloading shopping bags onto the floor around their seats, chatting loudly about traffic and urban sprawl and something else that sounded ridiculous and pompous. Julia leaned forward and knit her fingers together on the table before speaking. “I do agree now. Cole, it’s hard to label your parents as self-absorbed, impossible to please. And those are kind ways to put it. Manipulative and selfish are even harder things to lay at their feet.”

I took a moment to digest that, because she was right. My parents had been simple people. Hard-working and kind, not the parents to coddle me or spoil me, but always supportive. They were all I knew, until I married Julia and saw what she’d been raised with. And that was all she knew.

“But,” she continued, “I can’t blame my parents for what happened. They influenced me, how I acted, and I won’t deny that. But I can’t shift ownership of my decisions to them.” She held my eyes and I had to clench my jaw from the pain I saw inside of her. “It would be too easy.”

“Our decisions,” I told her. “You and I both have to take ownership.”

I expected her to smile, or look relieved, but she didn’t. She shook her head firmly. “No, I mean at the end, that was on me.” When I started to protest again, because I could have fought harder for her, not let her ignore me, she held up a hand to stop me. “No, Cole. It was me. At the end of the day, I am the one who needs to make reparations, make apologies, beg forgiveness.”

Her voice wavered, and I reached out to take her hand again, needing the feel of her skin against mine. “That’s not tr-“ A raucous burst of laughter came from behind us, and Julia practically flinched. “I wish we didn’t have a table in between us right now,” I said quietly, watching her fingers while I wrapped them in between mine.

“Earlier, you gave me the option of busy or quiet.”

I nodded, tearing my gaze from our hands up to her face again. “I did.”

“What was the quiet option?”

Tension bloomed, in my gut, in my heart, all over my skin, the kind of tension that I hadn’t felt in a pathetically long time. Not since Julia. “My house,” I managed to get out. “The quiet option was my house.”

That hung between us, I watched her process it for a few seconds before she nodded slowly. “I’d like to change my answer. I can’t have this conversation here.”

Indecision warred inside of me. She was right, it was difficult, almost impossible to imagine finishing out the conversation we were having with everything that was going on around us. But the flip side was whether it was prudent, whether it was smart to trust us there.

But in the end, I knew what my decision would be, because I knew that if she could withstand this heady tension, then I could too.

“Okay. I can text you the address just in case we are separated by a light or something.” I swallowed. “Or you could come in my car, and I’ll bring you back later.”

Only the slightest sliver of me felt desperate for her to choose the latter, because if she drove herself, I couldn’t guarantee that she wouldn’t change her mind on the drive over. Stop her car and realize that we were insane for tempting ourselves this way, for thinking that an empty house, my empty house, was the best choice for serious conversation.

“I think I should drive myself,” she said after a minute. I nodded, trying to push the thick beat of disappointment from my stomach. We stood and discarded our half-full cups, I reached around her to open the door and hold it for her. Julia smiled over her shoulder, and the disappointment fled.

“Okay. I’ll send you the address.”

She nodded and walked to her car. I got to mine and took a second after sitting in the seat to gather myself, then I sent the address to the number she’d given me.

Julia: I’ll see you there. Try not to drive too fast.

When I pulled away from the curb, I was grinning.


Sixteen

Julia




The neighborhood that Cole lived in wasn’t what I expected. The landscaping was mature enough that I knew the homes weren’t brand new, but they certainly looked it. There was a mix of families with kids, older couples that I could see as I wound down the curving street behind his car. When he pulled into a driveway, I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

Must. Not. Pass. Out.

His home was beautiful, dark gray siding and crisp white trim. A black, glossy door with windows flanking either side, and an aspen tree planted off to the left of the house, decked with the bright yellow leaves of autumn in Colorado. What it didn’t look like was a place that a bachelor would live, but then again, Cole didn’t fall into the cliché category. His career was established, and more than anything, he’d wanted a home that was his.

While I parked my car, I stared at the peaked roof over the two-stall garage, the welcome mat in the front of the door on the small porch. There were no flowers planted along the front walk or in planters by the door, but there was space for them. In fact, I couldn’t deny that this was precisely the kind of place that would have appealed to us when we were looking so many years ago.

That didn’t help my active avoidance of unconsciousness, because holy shit. I was about to walk into Cole’s home. With no one to buffer us. No reason that we were together in that place other than the desire to spend time together.

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. I laughed hard and long, not even caring that he could see me from where he waited, leaning up against his car like he was a freaking model or something. Lord, I’d buy whatever he was selling, if that was the case. The white oxford that he wore stretched across his broad chest when he inhaled, and the bands of muscle wrapped around his biceps flexed under the fabric while he crossed his arms. His face held a trace of amusement, but a lot of nerves too. It was obvious in the tightness of his sharply angled jaw, the slight narrowing of his dark eyes.

When I was reasonably sure that I could contain myself, I got out of my car and tucked my keys into my purse. He pushed off of his car and walked over to me.

“Ready?”

“To go inside?”

He smiled. “That was my plan, yes.” I swallowed and blinked up at the house, then back at him. His face sobered. “We don’t have to, Julia. Not if you’re uncomfortable.”

“No,” I said quickly. “It’s just ... it’s very real. Being here. Does that make sense?”

“Yeah. But we can still sit outside, or go find another coffee shop or something if you’d rather do that.”

There was no empty offer buried in his words. I knew he meant it. So I held out my hand, waited for him to wind his fingers in between mine. “Show me where you live,” I told him.

And he did.

We cleared the doorway, and the large open room was warm and perfectly—I mean perfectly—decorated. I actually side-eyed him for a second when I saw some of the accent chairs, which I would have killed for about ten years ago. Glossy hardwood floors stretched from wall to wall, broken up by area rugs to delineate the separate areas. My fingers trailed along the granite on the large kitchen island, and I shook my head at how little he probably used all this amazing counter space. Unless he had figured out how to boil water in my absence, not much cooking happened in this kitchen.

“It’s beautiful.” I smiled at him. Unable to not look, I opened one of the cherry cabinets and laughed a little that it was completely empty. “Still not much of a cook, I see.”

“Hey,” he said, “I’m exceptionally talented at opening takeout containers.”

I shook my head again. In the middle of the large square dining table, there was a beautiful vase, but nothing that I saw screamed Cole to me. “It looks like a model home.” When he didn’t answer, I glanced back at him to see that he was rubbing the back of his neck. Pink tinged his cheeks and I turned to face him fully. I narrowed my eyes. “What’s that look?”

“I uhh, I hired the same interior designer that did the model home in this neighborhood.” Then he shrugged. “Never saw much reason to change it.”

Embarrassed Cole was too much for my heart, so I smothered my smile. “Can’t blame you. She did a good job. How long have you lived here?”

He cleared his throat and pointed to the stainless steel fridge. “Water? Wine? I’ve got some beer, too.”

“Oh, um, water is great, thanks.” For a moment, I wanted to change to wine, to settle my racing nerves, but Cole handed me a bottle and tapped his fingers on the counter while I took a drink. “Six years.”

“What?”

“That’s how long I’ve lived here. Six years.”

The pleasant lightness of our interaction tempered a bit with that. So shortly before I had him served with divorce papers. The financial transaction wouldn’t have registered to me. Much to my lawyer’s chagrin, I’d wanted nothing from Cole. Just wanted it to be done as cleanly and as quickly as possible. If he’d dropped the coin on a place like this six months before the papers were filed, I hadn’t really cared enough to notice.

“Oh.” Lame. So lame. It stopped me short though, just a bit. Had he expected me not to come back and wanted to start fresh? That didn’t really make sense. But for him to do this before we got divorced threw me a little.

And Cole being Cole, he watched all of that play across my face. “I bought it for us. I saw it when I was showing another client something in this neighborhood, and it had everything we wanted. Exactly what we couldn’t find for all those months.” He rubbed his jaw and sighed. “I know that sounds crazy, but I thought you might come back to me, and I wanted us to have a place that we could call our own.”

I looked around again, seeing things through Cole’s eyes, how he waited for me, thinking that I might walk back through the door of his life at any time. I covered my mouth with a shaking hand when I realized the walls were all painted the color that we had in our apartment, the one that I had told him was the perfect neutral, that I’d told him I’d be using in our house whenever we found one.

“Cole,” I whispered, running my hands along the back of the stools that were pushed up against the island, the exact same style of stools that I’d showed him online once.

Once.

“This feels so much more pathetic now that you’re here,” he admitted quietly. He didn’t move toward me, just let me look my fill. I turned the corner past the kitchen and swallowed when I saw the guest bathroom. Or, I assumed it was, by how little use it showed. The gray counter tops, the mirror framed with a thick, heavy frame. The light fixture that I’d picked out at Home Depot.

He wasn’t pathetic, I thought with a fierce, protective beat of my heart. He was mine. And all these days, months, years, he’d waited for me. All I’d managed to get out in the coffee shop was that I was the one who needed to make amends, because it’s truly how I felt. Cole contributed to our issues, of course, but at the end of the day, it was my fault that our marriage ended.

Suddenly, I needed to see every room. Needed to see the home that he made for us, when I never gave him a single speck of hope that we might use it together. The guest bedroom had the small writing desk tucked into the corner, just like I’d wanted, and a queen bed up against an upholstered headboard, just like I’d wanted. The stamp of the designer was clear, but underneath those small touches was the foundation that Cole and I had dreamed of for years.

Before Pinterest boards were a thing, he and I had pored over magazines, surfed through websites and bookmarked the things we loved. Some that we agreed on, others that we didn’t. And when I turned the corner to the master bedroom, I almost lost my breath. There, dominating the space in the middle of the large bedroom, was the thing I’d wanted, the thing he hadn’t. The four poster king-sized bed, solid mahogany, from the looks of it. Each poster stretched up at least six feet, the white duvet of the bed stark and bright against the wood.

Every night, he slept there. I breathed deeply, tried to calm my emotions, but it was impossible.

“Holy shit,” I said under my breath, and the tears were thick in my voice. The dark gray of the walls, the bright white of the trim, the warm wood of the floor, it was all perfect. Under the large windows facing east were two deep chairs, gray and soft-looking, with a small mahogany table in between them. A tear hit my cheek and I swiped it away. I didn’t want to cry today, and that one would be the only that I allowed myself.

“Chairs in the master bedroom?” he’d asked one afternoon that I was looking at home decor magazines.

“So we can have our coffee together in the morning,” I’d told him, rolling my eyes like it was obvious. “Won’t that be romantic?”

“Terribly,” he had mumbled and gone back to looking at the paper. But he had smiled, and I knew we’d have chairs in our bedroom.

The master bathroom was around the corner, and the walk-in closet was to the side. But I was still frozen in the doorway of the bedroom that I’d dreamed about for five years. Longer, if I counted my days house-hunting in Connecticut.

“You really never gave up on me,” I said, very much in a daze.

“Of course not,” Cole answered from behind me. “How could I?”

Being in his house, in the house that he bought in order for us to have a home, loosened my tongue and girded my heart for however he might react.

“I’m so sorry, Cole,” I whispered.

“Oh, Julia.” His hands cupped my shoulders, and my hair ruffled when he exhaled into the crown of my head. “Look at me.”

Slowly, I turned, and he slid his hands down my back while I stared up at him. “I’m sorry. For everything.”

“I know you are.”

“No,” I said firmly as he cupped the sides of my face with his warm, big hands. “Don’t let me off easily.” My hands moved until they were laying on his chest. “I owe you these words, Cole. I owe them to you a thousand times.”

“There’s no debt between us.” His thumb brushed under my lip and I kissed the pad of it.

“I’m sorry,” I said again, resting my head against his chest and gripping his shirt in my hands. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I am so, so sorry.”

“Shh, it’s okay.” He wrapped his arms around me and I swallowed back tears. This time, this time, I could hug him back while he comforted me. And I did as tightly as I’d wanted to the first day I cried to him. “I’m here. It’s okay.”

We stood there, doing nothing but breathing each other in, my apologies still coating the air between us. I didn’t know if it was enough right now, but it was something. I tightened my arms, felt every shifting muscle in his back by spreading my fingers and moving my hands in slow circles. Cole buried his nose in my hair, and all the unsettled parts of me smoothed back into place, every raw edge soothed by his mere presence. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized how much of me had been hibernating, buried somewhere deep and dark where I couldn’t be bothered by the outside world. That cocoon burst open, and everything slid back into its rightful place.

It felt too good to be true, too perfect in a way that I never could have anticipated.

“You really never moved on,” I said into his chest, unwilling to pull away from him. “Not even a little.”

“Have I scared you off?”

I laughed and nuzzled against the solid heat of him, the scent of his skin so potent that I could smell it through his shirt. “Clearly.”

Cole was the one who pulled back and I tried not to pout. His eyes searched my face. “There was no option for me to move on from you. From the day I met you, you were it for me.” He traced the tip of one finger down the bridge of my nose, followed the line of my lips when they opened on a soft gasp, felt along the curve my jaw until he could follow the edge of my ear. “Even if lived out the rest of my days on this earth without ever seeing your face again, you are it for me, Julia.”

Speech wasn’t an option with all the massive, swamping emotions clogging my throat. I cupped his face, drew my fingers along the dark hair sprouting up on his jaw. So precious to me, every part of him. “I don’t know how you can forgive me,” I admitted, unable to move this even a millimeter further until I forced myself to say it out loud.

He didn’t say anything right away, didn’t even blink while our eyes held. Then he took in a deep breath, and my breasts brushed against the front of his shirt. “I can forgive you because I love you. It wasn’t conditional when I promised that to you. It’s unyielding, inflexible, unstoppable.”

My eyes fell shut, another tear snaked down my face, but Cole caught it with his fingers and brushed it away so gently, so tenderly that my heart squeezed in my chest. “I don’t deserve you.”

“Julia,” he said. “Look at me.” I did, and he smiled. “I know that we could stand here and rehash all the awful things that we both did, that we both said.”

“Do we have to?” I asked glumly, hooking one side of my lips up in a smile.

“No, we don’t have to. I meant it when I forgave you, and I did that long before you ever asked it of me.”

I sighed, hugged him to me again. “Thank you.”

“Do you forgive me for the things I said and the things I did?”

My answer was so easy, that it came out on a rushed, relieved breath. “Yes, I do.”

“Then that’s all I need.”

His finger found the edge of my chin and tilted up gently, until I was looking up into his wonderful, handsome face. Cole’s eyes locked in on my lips, and suddenly, we were too far away, so far that I didn’t think I could survive it anymore.

I lifted up just as he swooped down and our lips crashed together.


Seventeen

Cole




Her tongue against mine, slick and wet, almost brought me to my knees. My heart thundered in my chest, my brain chanted her name over and over in the same frantic, furious rhythm. Julia was up on her tiptoes, wrapped around me so tightly that there was no space between us, not for the entire length of her long, lean body.

Her breasts pressed against my chest made me feel eleven feet tall, like I could conquer the world. My hands gripped her bottom while I pressed her back up against the door frame leading into my bedroom. The ridiculous shrine that I’d created to the home we dreamed of hadn’t scared her off, hadn’t even made her blink. Because it wasn’t ridiculous to her.

To anyone else it might have been. Sad, pathetic, pitiful. Those were adjectives that I pondered on a regular basis, but despite that, despite everything that went wrong and the years apart, she was here. In my arms. That alone should have forced me to slow my tempo, not grab her so roughly, moan into her mouth like I was dying.

But I was dying. Dying from everything she made me feel. I’d lay myself on that altar every single day, given the choice of how I had been living before. The emptiness without her was swept away with every touch of her soft lips against mine, with every sigh and whimper that slipped from her mouth into mine. When I nuzzled her head to the side to expose the arch of her throat, sucked on the sensitive spot over her pulse, she slumped against the door. I smiled into her skin, gave her another deep, searching kiss when she wrapped her fingers into my hair and yanked my head up.

“Oh,” she sighed when I cupped her breast with one hand. “What are we doing?”

I froze. “Do you want to stop?”

Julia laughed and ran her thumb over my lips. “No, I don’t. It was one of those inconveniently timed hypothetical questions that I didn’t really expect you to answer.”

Then she arched her back and I unfroze. Pretty easily, actually. “Good. Because my brain isn’t working all that well right now.”

She kissed me, soft and quick, then met my eyes. “Take me to bed, Cole.”

“Are you sure?” My heart was pounding, my skin vibrating.

With steady hands, she began unbuttoning my shirt and not once did she waver, did she hesitate. Not while she pushed my shirt over my shoulders and ran her hands lightly over the skin and muscle that she uncovered, or when she trailed a finger down the line of dark hair underneath my belly button. Not when my hands shook pulling the shirt over her head and raised arms. Not when she unhooked my belt, let it fall to the floor with a loud, awkward clang in the quiet room and my breath heaved between us.

Julia laid her hand over my heart, and my head bowed so I would be able to look at it. The pale slimness of her fingers against my darker skin made me close my eyes for a few seconds, thinking of how empty that space had felt in her absence, like my dream had somehow been realized. Not anymore. I covered her hand with my own, then lifted them both so I could kiss the tips of her fingers.

With a smile on her face, she gently nudged me toward the bed, and turned to unhook her pale pink bra. While her back was still turned, I dragged my finger down her spine, feeling each bump underneath her soft skin, leaning over to kiss the small freckles on the slope of her shoulder. Julia leaned her head back on my chest and shivered, so I wrapped my arms around her and held to her to me. She gripped my forearms with her hands and sighed.

“Is this real?” I couldn’t help but whisper. “You feel real. The way your heart is pounding under my arms feels real, but I can’t get over the fact that I might be dreaming this up.”

She tilted her chin so she could look at me, and I dropped a kiss on her upturned mouth. Her smile was soft and understanding. “I’m right here,” she whispered against my mouth. Then she turned and hooked a finger into my empty belt loop, walking us backward to the bed. When her knees hit, she crawled up the bed, and I followed, unable to be too far away from her.

Now the tempo had slowed, and we pulled off the remainder of our clothes, her hands on mine and mine on hers, like we were unwrapping a present. Stretching out the moments with a patience I didn’t believe I was capable of, especially when we were fully pressed against each other without a single barrier. My hands shook again, the tremor something I couldn’t even bring myself to be embarrassed about. Because it was her, and it had been so long since I’d touched the naked skin of her back, her breasts, the softness of her stomach and the firm, toned length of her legs.

We kissed and kissed and kissed. Soft kisses, sucking, biting kisses and kisses so deep that she had to break away simply to breathe. My skin was on fire when she begged me, and like it was with anything else, I could never have denied her. I pressed her leg up against my chest, bent at the knee, and still our mouths didn’t part.

Julia sobbed out a breath when I pushed inside her, and I dropped my face into the curve of her neck while I held there. Perfection, relief, blinding desire, and love. The feeling of it was so deep that I felt it stir in the marrow of my bones.

“Please,” she said into my sweat-slicked temple.

I kissed up her neck, stopped to nibble at the corner of her jaw. “Please, what?”

She laughed, squirmed under me when I still didn’t move. “Cole,” she whined and bit at my lower lip.

That sharp tug of her teeth pulled goosebumps along my arms. But it wasn’t until she scratched her fingernails down my back that I finally moved. We moved together, breathed together, so slowly and so achingly tender, like neither one of us wanted it to end.

I bit into the tendon on her neck when she fell apart around me on a soft cry, and she cradled the back of my head while I did the same. The way I slumped on top of her made our sweat-slicked skin stick together, but neither one of us pulled away. Her legs wrapped around my hips and I buried my face into her hair, where it was only half held into the braid from earlier.

Finally, I rolled to my back and let out the kind of deep breath that felt like it came from my soul. Any adult male who’d broken the sex-free streak that I’d just endured would have done the exact same thing. It was so deep and so loud that Julia looked at me and started laughing, she pressed her forehead against my shoulder and reached for one of my hands. She rolled to face me, our hands still woven together when she pressed them against her chest.

“Feel better?” she asked with a smile.

I could barely open my damn eyes. But I refused to miss a second of her like this. She might leave, go back to Brooke’s, she might freak out because we ended up in bed after the first legitimate conversation we’d had since seeing each other again. Instead, she pleasantly surprised me by unwinding our hands so that she could loop my arm around her shoulders and press herself up against my side, just like she used to. Her arm snaked around my waist and she draped her leg over one of mine so we were well and truly entangled.

Once she was settled, I kissed her forehead. “Yeah. I feel better.”

I could feel her smile against my skin in the lift of her cheeks, but she didn’t say anything. There were no sounds around us except the ticking of the clock on the wall and the low hum of the furnace kicking on.

Julia propped her chin on my chest and watched me. Her hair was a disaster and her lips were red and swollen. She was perfect. “I bet you’ll feel even better in about ten minutes.”

One of my eyebrows lifted. “You give me much credit, woman.”

She laughed and pinched my side. “I just heard your stomach growl, perv. I meant that I was going to go make you some food.”

“That so?” I murmured, imprinting the moment in my head, sliding memories around so that it could fit into the top tier, the one reserved for the short snippets of time that were the very best, the happiest, the kind that made you feel like every bad moment in your life was worth living, just so that you could be in that place.

“Yeah.” She smiled one of those no-teeth smiles that crinkled the skin next to her eyes. “Is there any food in the fridge that I can work with?”

I closed my eyes and smoothed my hand along the curve of her waist. “Sorry, you’ve zapped my brain of any possible functionality. I can’t be expected to know anything beyond my name right now. I’m not even sure of that.”

She laughed when she leaned up on an elbow. “Cole,” she kissed the tip of my nose. “Andrew.” Kiss on my chin. “Mallinson.” Against my mouth again, lingering long enough that I wrapped my arms around her.

I’d wondered, of course, about the fact that Julia never changed her last name. When Rory said it, that she had a potential candidate by the name of Julia Mallinson, I hadn’t thought through the implications of the fact that she’d kept my last name. The question fairly itched its way off the tip of my tongue, but I swallowed it down, not wanting to break the moment.

Call me a coward. Maybe that’s what I was. Or selfish. That was even more appropriate. My hands were on her naked skin, it was a simple trek up her waist and I could feel the weight of her breast under my fingers. Did I want to keep it there?

Damn straight. So I kissed her, laid back and watched her roll off the bed in search of clothes so she could go make some food. Leisurely, she pulled on her underwear and held my eyes, unashamed in her nudity. But she’d always been comfortable in her skin, something that blew me away when we were younger because I’d felt a certain awkwardness in my gangly height as a teen and even as a young man.

There was a confidence in Julia, even back then, that somehow seeped its way into my own skin. The way she loved me, the way she felt the exact same thing that I had felt at the time, gave me a confidence I hadn’t expected. I wasn’t an insecure person, but sometimes I felt more like the loss of my mother made it so that I missed out on something valuable. She and I only had a handful of conversations about women, the one about the woman I’d marry was really the only one that still stood out in my memory. My dad was a quiet man, simple in his tastes and how he lived his life.

Telling me how to woo a woman, how to project myself with confidence, wasn’t something he felt the need to teach me. That’s why Julia was such a revelation for me. I didn’t need to be anything other than myself with her. Didn’t need smooth lines, or clever ways to get her to go out with me, she just looked at me and saw me.

Julia slipped her bra up and reached behind her to hook the clasp, shaking her head when I narrowed my eyes. When she passed the bed on the way to the bathroom, she leaned over and kissed the top of my head. I rolled onto my side and propped my head in my hand so I could watch her pull one of my t-shirts over her head and then fix her braid in the master bathroom mirror. She finished and looked around the gray-tiled room, lingering on the sunken tub that I’d used approximately zero times since I’d lived there.

“That tub could fit four people in it,” she said.

“Two, for sure.”

Julia glanced over her shoulder at me, eyebrow raised. “Is that an invitation?”

“Always,” I told her honestly. Given how I felt, loose-limbed and relaxed, a bone-deep sense of satisfaction that couldn’t be manufactured by anything other than her, I would’ve given her anything.

“Maybe after we eat.” She flicked off the bathroom light and skirted past the bed, laughing when I reached out and tried to grab the hem of my shirt where it fell to her thighs. To the sounds of her rifling through my kitchen, I flopped back on the bed and laid my hands on my stomach.

The smallest of doubts niggled at the back of my brain. The first day we saw each other, I told her I still loved her, and even now, I didn’t really know how Julia felt about me. Wanting me was one thing. Feeling guilty about how things played out between us was another thing entirely. Granted, I did still know Julia enough to understand that falling into bed with me would never be flippant or impulsive. But that was still light years away from love. From committing to a future, committing to a second chance.

“Your pantry looks exactly like it did in college, Cole. This is pathetic.”

I laughed and rolled out of bed, yanking my cotton sleep pants out of my dresser and pulling them on without bothering with a shirt or boxer briefs. When I got into the kitchen, I was scratching my chest and froze at the sight of her on tip toes, shirt rising up the length of her toned legs.

Since she was rifling through a cupboard, she didn’t hear me come in the room, so I snuck up behind her and slipped my hands underneath the shirt. She shrieked and turned around when I caged her in against the counter. I pressed my mouth against her neck and Julia sighed, melting into me. Her hands slid up my stomach and rested on my chest.

I shivered. “Your fingers are freezing, woman.”

“Oh, so I shouldn’t do this?” And she shoved them down into my pants. I dug my hands into her side where I knew she was ticklish, and she started laughing. “Stop! Fine, okay, I give.”

The front door of my house slammed shut and we both froze. “Well, well, well,” Michael’s voice said from behind me, sounding entirely pleased and completely annoying. “What do we have here?”

I gave Julia an apologetic look and turned around so that she was behind me and hopefully blocked from sight. “Breaking and entering, from the looks of it.”

“Ouch,” he said, not concerned in the slightest. Asshole smiled. Widely. “Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

“Should I go grab some pants?” Julia whispered against my shoulder.

“Not on my account,” Michael mumbled as he sat on one of the stools by the kitchen island. I gave him a dry look, which he ignored. “I’m Michael Whitfield, oh mysterious one. I’m assuming you’re Julia.”

I sighed. Julia laughed.

“How did you get in here?” I asked him.

He held up a keychain that I recognized from a spare I’d given Garrett. “You weren’t answering your phone and I needed to borrow your chainsaw. Figured you weren’t home.” He smiled again. “Guess I was wrong.”

“And the cars in the driveway didn’t make you pause in the slightest?”

“Dude, you practically regenerated your virginity since I’ve known you. You getting laid was literally the last thing that entered my mind.”

Julia must have decided that he was harmless, which was entirely debatable, so she laid her hand on my back before sliding out from behind me. Michael’s eyebrows rose on his forehead at her wearing my shirt and I debated only mildly painless ways that I could kill him.

“I’m Julia.” She held out her hand to him, which he took and brought to his mouth for a kiss, which drew a surprised laugh from her. Raise mildly painless to disembowelment.

“I cannot even begin to tell you what a pleasure it is to meet you,” Michael said after I’d glared long enough that he dropped her hand. “We were beginning to think you didn’t actually exist. That you were a figment of Cole’s imagination.”

“The chainsaw is in the garage,” I said when Julia laughed again. “Help yourself.”

“I’ll get it later. What are we about to eat here? I’m starving and suddenly find myself in need of entertainment.”

Julia looked at me with a question in her eyes.

“No,” I told Michael. “Get the saw and go.”

“Figured he would’ve been a lot happier post-coitus,” Michael said to Julia.

She smiled at him sweetly. “He was plenty happy before you walked in.”

“Touché, lovely lady. Touché.”

“So is he one of the friends you mentioned that could maybe help Brooke?” she asked me.

I nodded. “Yeah. If he lives that long, I’m pretty sure he’ll owe me.”

“Is ‘he’ me? And can we stop referring to me in the third person while I’m still sitting here?” Michael asked.

“Julia’s sister will need help moving in a couple weeks, if her offer gets accepted, which I think it will. Trying to keep her moving costs down. I said maybe you and the guys could help out if you’re free.”

He pursed his lips. “This sister ... is she as beautiful as you, Julia?”

Julia smiled at him. “Brooke is a very beautiful woman. Long dark hair. Big brown eyes. Funny, too.”

“Single?”

“She is.”

Michael rubbed his hands together. “Then I’m one thousand percent free. You name the date.”

Julia walked around the island and slung her arm over Michael’s shoulder while I watched, completely amused. “She’s also seven months pregnant with twins.”

Michael held his hands up. “And just like that, you’ve got yourself a completely innocent and friendly mover. Well played, sis.”

She smacked the side of his face just hard enough that he winced. “I like you, Michael. I’d hate to have to castrate you if you hit on her.”

He rubbed his face while she walked back over to me. “I’m impressed. Not everyone can be intimidating when they’re not wearing pants.”

Julia slid her arm around my waist and smiled up at me. “Just one of my hidden talents.”

I leaned down to place a lingering kiss on her upturned mouth. “And you have a lot, believe me.”

Michael smacked the counter before he got off his stool. “I’m out. I’ll come back to get the chainsaw when you’re not attached to her lips.”

He slammed the door again on the way out and we both started laughing.

“He’s somethin’,” Julia said.

“He’s a good guy, just slightly allergic to commitment.”

My phone buzzed on the counter and I picked it up when I saw it was the listing agent for Brooke’s house. While she talked, I smiled and gave Julia a thumbs up. She sighed in relief and sat in the stool Michael had just vacated.

“Thanks, Amy, I appreciate you getting back to me so quickly. My client will be thrilled. I’ll call you when we’ve got the inspection ordered.”

“Thank goodness,” Julia said when I hung up. “They didn’t counter?”

“Nope. Should be a pretty easy process from here. Do you want to call her or shall I?”

Julia hesitated and gave me a wide-eyed look. Before she even opened her mouth, I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like what she was about to say. “You can call her. But ... are you okay if I don’t tell her just yet about this? About us?”

I let out a heavy breath and sat on the stool next to her, irritation tightening the space over my heart.

“Julia…” I said slowly, unable to meet her eyes for fear of what she might see there.

“I’m awful, aren’t I?”

I was going for sainthood at this rate, but I swallowed back my immediate refusal, which was a huge deal for me. “I get that you’re scared, I do. And I don’t think you’re awful, but it’s frustrating.”

“Cole,” she said feelingly, and she turned to face me, laid her hands on my face so I had no choice but to look at her. “It’s not a reflection about you and me, it’s not.”

“Isn’t it?” I was feeling petulant, sounding petulant, but all I wanted to do was shout from the roof that we were getting this second chance, and she was asking for me to keep it quiet.

Julia leaned forward and gave me a soft kiss, flicking her tongue against the bottom edge of my lip when I didn’t deepen it. Her eyes were huge and pleading when she pulled back. “No, it’s not. It’s about my crazy sister.”

“You say that like I don’t know her.” I lifted my eyebrows when she opened her mouth to say something. “Why is it so important to you that she doesn’t know?”

“You do know Brooke, I’d never disagree with that. If I tell her what happened, she’ll have me marching back up the aisle tomorrow, and I’m not sure I’m ready to bear the weight of her expectations. Not that I don’t have any for us, or that you don’t. But I can handle yours and mine. Anybody else’s seems like too much. Does that make sense?”

It did. And it didn’t. It made me feel like I was walking a fishing line for tight rope. “As long as I know that you’re not keeping it from her because you’re ashamed, or you regret what happened.” I held her eyes. “That I couldn’t handle.”

“No,” she said quickly and cupped the side of my face again. “I’m not ashamed, and I don’t regret it. Not a second of it.” Julia searched for what to say next, I could see it in her eyes. “This is a big deal, what we’re doing. We both feel it. But we still need to take one thing at a time. Brooke is a couple things away, at least to me.”

“One thing at a time,” I repeated quietly. I couldn’t deny that there was a throb of disappointment deep in my gut that I couldn’t quite extinguish, but I’d been mentally prepared for what I felt if Julia ever came back into my life. I’d sorted through the tangled knot of emotions that she’d left in my chest. Julia probably hadn’t done that, because I knew enough that she put off processing those sorts of things unless it was entirely necessary. If I could help her, then I would. “One thing at a time,” I said more firmly, only when I knew that I meant it.

Julia stood off her stool to stand in between my knees and wrapped her arms around my neck. I gripped her around the waist and buried my nose in her hair. “Thank you,” she whispered into my ear. “I know this is hard.”

“It’s not harder than living without you.” I kissed her shoulder and pulled back. Her eyes were clear, not clouded with hesitation or uncertainty. We could do this. “I’m going to switch the lineup, if you’re okay with that.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Bathtub, and then food.”

She smiled and kissed me. “I can get behind that.”
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“I’m dying,” Brooke moaned, turning her face into her sweat-soaked pillow. I flipped the damp washcloth over on her forehead and smoothed it down her neck.

“You’re not dying. It’s just the flu. Your doctor said as long as we can keep the fever going down with Tylenol, if those babies keep moving around and you’re not puking constantly, there’s no reason to come in.”

She glared at me, effectively too, which was surprising considering how hazy her eyes were from lack of sleep and the fever that had ebbed and flowed over the last two days. “Easy for him to say. Asshole. It’s his fault anyway. If he didn’t make me come in for a checkup, I wouldn’t have been in his germ-infested waiting room.” She moaned again. “Why do I have such an asshole doctor? He’s hoarding drugs that will help me, I know it.”

“Can you sit up and try and drink some more 7-Up?”

“No.”

I swallowed my smile at her surly tone, and my fingers stroked down her tangled hair before I stood. “Okay. You can have more medicine in an hour. Try to rest.”

“I’ve been resting for six weeks. This is bullshit.”

“Good to know you’ve maintained your positive attitude.”

She flipped me off right before I shut the door to her bedroom. The couch/my bed was a welcome sight after tending to Julia around the clock since she’d sprung a fever and horrible body aches. We’d both gotten the flu shot, but so far, I was the only one who’d avoided getting sick. Yes, she was dramatic when she didn’t feel good, but it was hard for me to argue with someone who’d been stuck in bed for weeks and now had a hundred and one fever while also worrying about the health of her babies.

This bout of sickness was inconvenient for her, of course, but I couldn’t deny that it was for me as well. She got sick the day after I left Cole’s house (her fever probably the only reason she hadn’t truly pestered me about how long I was gone ‘talking’ to him) and I hadn’t seen him since. I pressed my face into my pillow on the couch and smiled. My heart kicked every time I thought about the few hours we’d spent there. We took a bath together and I drove him nearly out of his mind from the opposite side of the bubble-filled tub before I put us both out of our misery and straddled his lap while the water cooled. After that, we ate omelets in bed.

Even though we’d texted every day since then, I couldn’t leave Brooke. Until her fever broke, which could be up to week, according to her doctor, I was on nurse duty. Taking her temperature every four hours, around the clock. Forcing her to drink clear liquids, keeping her as comfortable as possible, making sure the babies were moving normally.

Suffice it to say, I was so effing tired. But still I smiled. The smile stayed on my face while I started drifting off to sleep, a welcome break from the last few days.

Until someone knocked on the door. I whimpered into my pillow and rolled off the couch. But when I looked through the peephole and saw Cole holding a bag of groceries, I flung the door open.

“What are you doing here?” I said, happiness lighting me up like tiny little fire crackers were strung through my veins.

He dropped a kiss on my forehead before he walked in. “Thought you might need some supplies.” Cole set the brown paper bag on the small table and pulled out Gatorade, saltines, chicken noodle soup, cough drops, Tylenol, hot water bottle, and some magazines. Then he glanced up at me and pulled out two bottles of my favorite wine, laughing at my stunned expression. “And I might have missed you a little bit.”

Tiny. Little. Firecrackers. They went off one by one, microscopic explosions that rocked me to my core. How was it possible that I ever thought myself not in love with him? I’d tricked myself over the years, when I actively ignored the thought of him, but I’d never really stopped, had I?

I opened my mouth to say it, but closed it again when he looked away.

“How’s she doing?”

Brooke calling me a chicken shit rang through my head, but I willed it away. One thing at a time. Plus, it wasn’t exactly the most romantic time to tell him that I did actually still love him. When I was un-showered for the, ohh, third day in a row, and wearing a t-shirt with chicken soup stains on it. “Same. I still need to keep a close eye on her temperature. If it goes above one-oh-one point five, her doctor said to take her into the hospital, and I know she’d like to avoid that.” I lifted my eyebrows. “So would I, I guess. At least here, I get to sleep in my own bed.”

He snorted. “That couch is not a bed.” Cole stepped into me and slid his hands around my waist until they settled on the curve of my butt. “I bet you liked mine better.”

“You’re so cocky now that you’ve gotten laid,” I said, right before he brushed a kiss across my mouth. Neither one of us deepened it, content to simply feel each other in such an innocent way.

“That going to happen again?” he asked against my mouth.

“Not here.” I didn’t actually think he’d want to screw me on Brooke’s couch, but I figured it was worth saying anyway. I kissed him again, just to soften it a bit, make sure he knew I wasn’t upset.

Cole sighed and pulled back. “I know.” Then he lifted an eyebrow and gripped my ass a little tighter. “That would certainly be one way to let Brooke know about us, huh?”

“Ha, ha. Not happening.” I shook my head when I looked over the groceries he brought again. “This is amazing, thank you.”

“You sounded pretty beat in your last text.” His eyes searched my face, lingering on the dark circles that I knew were increasing exponentially with every night of lost sleep. If Brooke didn’t improve quickly, I swear they’d cover half my face in another couple days. “And I got Brooke’s closing scheduled for next week Friday, figured I could kill two birds with one stone.”

“Inspection went well?”

He nodded and pushed me to sit in one of the chairs. “Yeah. She could probably push for a couple things to be fixed if she wanted, or have them chip in for some of her closing costs if they don’t want to mess with it.”

“Nothing major though? I know she was worried about the roof.”

“Nope. It looks good. When they replaced it last, it was done well. She’ll get a lot of years out of it yet.”

I sighed and rested my head in my hand, tilting my chin up so I could still look at him. “That’s good.”

Cole felt my forehead with the back of his hand. “You’re not getting sick, are you?”

“Just tired. I’m not sure which sounds better, getting out of the house for a few hours or sleeping. Rory sent me a text about grabbing a drink, and I swear I almost wept at the thought of a martini.”

He laughed and took the seat across from me. “I can stay with her if you want to go. Just tell me what I need to do.”

I sat back. “No way, I’m not going to make you do that. Besides, if I was in possession of a get out of jail free card, wouldn’t you want me to use it with you?”

Cole braced his elbows on the table and I eyed his shoulders when the fabric of his shirt stretched across them. He was so much bigger than when we first got married. Just a boy then, really. This ... this was a man.

“I’m not worried about us finding time.” He smiled. “I’m good at being patient. Besides, I know you don’t really have any help here.”

My parents. Ugh. I’d muted their asses on my cell phone when my dad started texting me links of articles about how flu in pregnant women could cause birth defects. Cole’s statement didn’t have much of a veil over it. We both knew he thought that my parents were self-centered assholes. Not far off the mark, of course, but it was still a burr in the saddle of our relationship.

And yes, Cole was good at waiting, something that never stopped stealing my breath if I thought about it too long. While I was still sifting and searching through my vast emotional repertoire when it came to him, he was as clear as could be. No muddled emotions or mislabeled feelings. Cole loved me. He’d be patient with me. He’d wait for me to be ready.

I took a deep breath. “Let me go take her temperature again.” He didn’t follow me, just settled into the chair and checked his phone while I let myself into Brooke’s room as quietly as possible, so I wouldn’t wake her if she’d actually managed to fall asleep.

“Who’s out there with you?” she mumbled against her pillow.

I took a seat next to her and pressed the backs of my fingers to her forehead. It was still clammy and warm, so I grabbed the thermometer and tapped it against her chapped lips. “Open.”

Brooke clamped her mouth shut around it, but lifted her eyebrows slightly at my non-answer.

“What if I said I was just watching TV?”

Yeah, right. I could read that clearly enough in her eyes. I laughed under my breath. “Cole knew you were sick, so he brought you some nourishment and me some wine for having to put up with your high-maintenance ass.”

Her face softened, even through the miserable cloud of sickness.

I smiled when I pulled the thermometer out and held it up so I could see the readout. “One hundred point four, and it’s been four hours since your last dose of medicine.”

“Hallelujah,” she said and shifted on the bed. “Still feel like shit, but at least we’re going in the right direction.”

“Need anything?”

Her eyes closed while she thought, like they were too heavy to stay up. “What kind of nourishment?”

“Soup, crackers, Gatorade, 7-Up. Pick your poison.”

“What a suck up.” She opened her eyes and stared up at me. “You can tell him I said that too.”

“I will,” I said around a smile.

“Don’t tell him that I think he should be cloned for the betterment of females all around the globe. That, we can keep between us.”

I laughed. “Deal.”

“Soup sounds good, I think.”

“Okay. Drink some more before I come back with it.” I smoothed her hair off her forehead and she gave me a weak smile. “He got your closing scheduled for next week Friday. Inspection went great.”

“Man is good at his job.”

“Seems so,” I agreed with a quiet swell of pride. “I’ll be right back with your soup.”

When I walked back into the other room, Cole was already opening a can for me.

“You don’t have to do that,” I told him.

He looked at me over his shoulder with an easy smile. “I know I don’t. Figured it’s the least I can do for the woman who wants to clone me for the betterment of females all over the world.”

I shook my head, handed him a spoon out of the silverware drawer. “Not allowed.”

“Why’s that?”

Walking up to him while he still faced away from me, I wrapped my arms around his waist and pressed a kiss to the soft material of his t-shirt, right between his shoulder blades. “Because then I’d have to share you.”

It felt impossibly selfish to say it out loud, when there was so much I still wasn’t giving him, but it was also true. That was something that I could give him, my truth as I felt it. Cole laid his hands over mine where they were clasped against his stomach. Underneath my hands, I could feel the hard strength of his muscles, the warmth of them clearing his shirt like it wasn’t there.

Cole’s warmth hit all the places inside of me that had been left cold in his absence. Every time I was around him, touched him, kissed him, that warmth spread through me slowly and deliberately. It was just like him, something that he would have consciously done if he was capable. Chip away at the ice when it didn’t melt fast enough for his liking. Another day with him like the one we spent at his house, and I’d be engulfed in flames.

He didn’t answer me, simply lifted my hands up to his mouth and pressed a kiss against both of my palms. Together, we fixed a small meal for Brooke without exchanging another word. The silence didn’t bother me, but I wasn’t sure he felt the same. When I met his eyes, he smiled, but looked away first.

Throughout the entire course of our relationship, he was the one who understood and accepted his emotions far faster than I had ever been able to. His processing abilities were at warp speed compared to my own, something that apparently hadn’t changed over the years. While my own head and heart would search for the name to what I felt, found the appropriate spot for it in my life, Cole was almost always sprinting ahead, reveling in the assuredness of his emotions.

Of course, that had been its own kind of steadying force. He was the first to say “I love you”, only two weeks after our first date. It took me another two weeks to be able to say it back and mean it. But in his eyes, I saw how much more it meant to him, because he knew that I truly meant it. There were no pacifying generalizations between him and me. Nothing said with flippancy or shallow intentions.

It was as much our strength as our downfall, because the words we said in anger and frustration cut even deeper because we both knew they were true. So as much as I wanted to grab his face in my hands and tell him I loved him too, that I was all in, it still felt like too tenuous of a connection.

If Cole and I got remarried tomorrow, what would happen when the inevitable conversation about kids came up? We were young enough to try again, but just the thought of it exhausted me to my core. That conversation felt like eons away from us, from what we were ready to tackle.

So after I gave Brooke her soup and helped her use the bathroom, I curled up next to Cole on the couch, let him play with the ends of my hair while we watched a movie, and didn’t ask him what was next for us. He didn’t ask me either. For now, it could be okay. Tonight was one thing, one tiny step closer to whatever our new normal might be.

And that was enough for me.
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“Oh yeah,” Brooke groaned from her perch on a kitchen chair. With a beatific smile on her face, she took a long sip from her iced tea. “This is the best way to move. I can’t believe I ever thought bed rest was a bad thing.”

From behind the box that Cole was lifting, filled with her clothes, he snorted. I rolled my eyes, since she’d been saying it every day for the last seven, while she watched me pack and sort her things in preparation for moving day. As the house was empty, she was allowed to take possession upon closing, which went just as easily as Cole said it would. By the time we finally got to the title office, Brooke was well past her bout with the flu, and practically floating since she was normally only out of the house for doctor’s appointments.

Sitting at a long conference table and signing the massive stack of papers that Cole diligently handed her, Brooke commented more than once that it was the greatest day of her life. And despite her flair for the drama, I knew she was probably being serious.

I remembered vividly, despite the fact that my divorce was the reason I was finally buying a house for the first time, how I felt when I walked through the front door of my quaint little bungalow house on March Street in the southern tip of Connecticut. The original wood floors were scuffed and needed to be re-varnished, but they were mine.

“You always have been gifted with the most incredible adaptability,” I muttered around the sharpie cap in my mouth.

“So where are these movers you promised?” Brooke asked Cole.

He set the wardrobe box down next to the door, one of many lining the impossibly small space of the apartment. “Should be here any minute. Dylan and Tristan are the ones with the trucks, so between Julia’s car and those two vehicles, we should be able to do this in only a few trips.” He glanced around the space, the stacks of boxes that were set and ready to go and lifted his dark eyebrows. “I hope so, at least.”

“Amazing how much was crammed in this limited space, isn’t it?”

“Uh, yeah,” he said and winked at Brooke when she scoffed.

“Will you miss this place at all?” I asked her when she sobered and looked around the room.

She let out a sigh. “It’s weird to think so, but yeah, I think I might.”

“Why is that weird?”

“Well, Kevin left me after we’d been together for so long. I should hate this place. But I don’t. It was the first place where I truly felt like an adult. Like I was capable of making my own decisions, even if they sucked a big one.” She shook her head. “So even though he turned out to be a royal douchebag, I can’t regret the time we spent here, or the time that I was with him.”

Regret was a funny thing. While I thought on Brooke’s words, I couldn’t help but roll around the list of my own regrets. One single decision can change the course of your life, and no matter how much you might wish that you hadn’t made that particular decision, you can never know that it was truly the wrong one.

What if Cole hadn’t gone back to return my dress to the dry cleaner until later?

If I’d never talked to him, or danced with him that first weekend, if I’d never said yes when he asked to see me again, my life might have followed a completely different path. Who might I have met instead?

Changing those initial decisions would never feel like a regret, no matter what came later for us. While I looked across the room at Cole, so strong and loyal, so sure in what he felt for me and for us, and I knew that he’d never, ever be a regret for me.

“That makes sense,” I said quietly. I reached over and rubbed a hand over her belly, which was growing by the day it seemed. “Plus, you got these two out of the bargain.”

Brooke set her hand over top of mine and squeezed. “Yes I did. And thanks to them, I get to sit in this very lovely chair and direct everyone, including my hypothetically hot movers.”

I laughed and pushed myself up off the floor. “I’m sure Cole wouldn’t lie to you about that.”

There was a knock on the door and Brooke and I exchanged a glance. Cole was just shaking his head when he went to open it up. Three tall, very tall, very strong-looking, and holy hell hot guys walked through the door, shrinking the space immediately. Michael I recognized, but I can’t even lie, I straight up gaped at the other two. When I risked a glance at Brooke, she was doing the same.

“Hi,” she said weakly.

Michael gave her a charming grin, all white teeth and dimples. “Little sister, you are just as gorgeous as Julia promised. And just as pregnant.”

Brooke raised an eyebrow at me and I gave her a small, apologetic smile. “I see your looks aren’t the only impressive thing about you. You’re quite the observant one, aren’t you?”

The guy with dark hair and bright blue eyes coughed behind his hand and then stepped toward me. “Dylan. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

I shook his hand and smiled. “Same here. I so appreciate you guys taking your day to help us. It really means a lot to me and Brooke.”

“My girlfriend is going to join us later,” Dylan said. “She’s a vet tech and had to go in for some emergency something that I can’t pronounce.”

“Oh great,” I told him, feeling the sudden weight of everyone’s eyes on me. The third guy, just as tall as Michael, a bit broader in the shoulders and with a much more serious look on his face was assessing me openly. He had long hair that was pulled back into a low ponytail, and I found myself meeting that look head-on. Yes, I’m the ex-wife, I wanted to say. And yes, I’m the one who he’s choosing to trust again.

I’d never thought about the fact that some of his friends might not actually be happy to meet me. Sudden nerves pitched my stomach and I broke eye contact.

“Tristan,” the third guy said with a brief nod of his head at Brooke. “Where should we start?”

“Uhhh,” Brooke stammered, blinking rapidly at the wall of testosterone facing her with expectant looks on all their faces. “With the boxes?”

Michael choked on a laugh and Tristan elbowed him in the stomach.

I stepped past the couch and pointed at the boxes that held all the kitchen stuff. “Those boxes should go over first, followed by the pile in the bedroom. Kitchen stuff will take the longest to unpack and organize, but she’ll need it soon. Same with the bedroom. Then we can at least have beds made up tonight for sleeping.”

Tristan nodded and clapped Dylan on the back, and they went to work on the already-packed kitchen boxes. Once they got into a rhythm, the apartment emptied out fairly quickly. Filling my car resembled a game of Tetris, and it took Cole and Michael a few configurations to fill it the most efficiently.

The trucks came and went, once and then twice. Through it all, the easy laughter and camaraderie of the men made for a remarkably pleasant experience. Cole seemed lighter, happier, with them around. Not that he was sad when they weren’t, but seeing that side of him was a balm to the guilt that always hovered around the edges of my heart when it came to him.

He’d had love, brothers who made him laugh and supported him while I was gone. Not that friends could always replace the intimacy of a spouse, but it was so clear that these men loved each other. Personally, I’d never had friends who came even close. Brooke was always my best friend, and the women I got to know through work were perfectly nice, would occasionally meet me after work for a cocktail, but nothing that fed my soul, nobody to step up and offer to shoulder whatever emotional burden I might be carrying.

Dylan shoved Tristan on his way out the door with one piece of the sectional couch, drawing a tiny smile from the clearly very serious man. Throughout the first part of the day, Tristan was the only one who didn’t really interact with me. He was perfectly polite, very kind to Brooke, and made his friends laugh often with a few quietly uttered sentences.

Brooke was taking a brief rest on the bed before they moved that over, which left me and Tristan in the living room. He glanced at me when I stepped around him in the kitchen, but didn’t smile.

“Can I ask you a question?”

He froze, but nodded, turning just enough that he could see my face. There was no irritation in his eyes, but there was wariness.

“This isn’t a trap either, I promise.”

Tristan briefly lifted his eyebrows. “You do realize that when someone says that, you instantly prepare for a trap, right?”

His voice was low, like it came from somewhere deep within him, and so deliberate that it was almost impossible to imagine that he’d speak rashly or impulsively. I carefully folded a towel around Brooke’s blue vase and set it on top of an almost-full box.

I chose not to acknowledge what he’d said. “You don’t like me very much, do you?”

Tristan’s eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly. “What makes you say that?”

A question for a question. Not a denial, but not agreement either. Without meeting his eyes, I zipped the packing tape over the top of the box and pushed it across the floor next to the others that were ready to go. “You’re quiet, I can tell. But you’ve been very thoughtful with my sister. Making sure her drink was refilled so she didn’t have to get off the chair. How you treat your friends. You respect them, even if you’re different than they are.”

His face didn’t change in the slightest while I talked, nothing registering in his eyes. I faced him fully and crossed my arms over my chest. “But you actively avoid me. I’m the only person in the room that you’ve only said one word to. One. And that was your name. I’m good at reading people, Tristan, even people I don’t know very well. It’s okay if you don’t like me, I don’t have a problem proving to you that I’m not whatever you might think I am.”

His thumb tapped against the side of his leg a few times while he watched me. After a few awkward beats of silence, his chest expanded on a deep breath that he let go out through his nose. “I don’t talk much to anyone, really. So what I’m about to say will probably be more words than any of those guys out there have heard me string together at a time.” Tristan tilted his chin down to his chest so he could hold my eyes more fully, and swear to high heaven, I struggled not to fidget. “I don’t dislike you, Julia. But I don’t particularly like you, either. Cole is one of my best friends, and the kind of loyalty that he’s shown to you since I’ve met him is almost unheard of in men our age. I understand loyalty, and I understand loving someone who—whether it’s because of distance or ignorance—doesn’t see that love. So while I’m ambivalent to you as a person, I am certainly going to keep my eye on you.”

I exhaled roughly. “Are you threatening me?”

“No,” he said simply. “Just stating a fact. You hurt him once, and it affected him so deeply that he was never truly able to move on. That’s the kind of hurt that changes a man. It’s a wonder Cole didn’t lose himself when you left, and I’ll be damned if you do that to him again. Because if you do, if you hurt him again, I don’t think he’ll survive it.”

My eyes burned with unshed tears and I willed them to stay back. “Do you really think I need you to remind me of how much I hurt him? I live with that knowledge every single day.”

“Good.”

His curt reply didn’t bother me, because I understood enough about him after those few honestly spoken statements that he’d probably never soften his delivery for someone like me, someone he didn’t trust with his friend’s heart.

But when I gave him a small smile, he frowned. “Tristan, you may not believe me when I say this, but I’m really glad Cole has a friend like you. Who would risk pissing me off the first time you met me in order to stand up for him. We both know he doesn’t need you to do it, because he’s a grown man, but you’re doing it anyway, simply because he’s important to you.” I took a deep breath, feeling some weight fall off my shoulders. “So thank you. Knowing he has someone like you in his life means a lot to me.”

From the minute changes in his face, I could tell I’d surprised him. It was in the way his jaw slackened just enough that his mouth opened. In the way that he blinked a few times. But he couldn’t answer because Cole walked back in.

He slid a hand up my back and kissed my hair. “I think that’s the last of it besides the mattress, bed frame and these few boxes.”

I smiled up at him. “Thanks. I’ll go wake up Sleeping Beauty.” When I walked past Tristan on the way to Brooke’s room, I felt his eyes on my back, speculative and heavy. But it was a weight I would bear gladly. Cole didn’t have parents to test my return in his life, question my motives. In truth, I could’ve hugged Tristan for his mini-Inquisition, but he probably would’ve hated it.

Brooke was a little groggy when I woke her, but the prospect of getting to her house was far too exciting for her not to shake that off quickly. The last few items were loaded into the trucks quickly, since there were eight strong hands doing all the work. With my arm wrapped around her waist, she locked the apartment for the last time and stared at the gray metal door for a minute before nodding once.

“Let’s do it.”

“Let’s,” I said with a smile.

She dropped the keys off to the landlord and we walked together to my car. The guys were waiting by the loaded trucks, all giving varying degrees of a smile at the way Brooke waddled across the parking lot.

“I feel like a freak show,” she whispered.

“You’re beautiful,” I told her. “That’s all they’re looking at.”

“It’s true,” Michael piped up. “You’re probably the hottest mom I’ve ever met in my life.”

Tristan closed his eyes, shaking his head slightly.

“They really let you out into public with lines that cheesy?” Brooke asked.

Michael nodded gravely. “They make me practice on them first, but yes.”

“Come on,” she sighed. “Let’s just get my pregnant ass to my awesome new house.”

We piled into our respective cars, and mine led the way to Brooke’s place. My place too, I guessed. It was hard to imagine that it would be my home for the foreseeable future. Before Cole and I spent the night at his house, and the incredibly non-existent alone time that we’d had since then, it was easy to see my place in Brooke’s home.

Everything was murky now. Even if Cole had never said it to me, I knew he was frustrated with the fact that I still hadn’t told Brooke that we were ... dating, trying again, whatever it was currently labeled. And even the sleeping together had only happened the once, much to both of our frustrations. Brooke’s sickness abated only to be met with the task of packing up her home, which fell completely to me. Sneaking out to find time with Cole simply hadn’t happened.

We’d find time, I promised myself while I stared in the rear view mirror to where he was sitting in Dylan’s truck. I missed him. Being in the same place as him all day, and I missed him. Finding time wasn’t good enough. It felt passive and weak. I’d make time.

When I pulled up to the house, Brooke bouncing in the passenger seat, I saw two new cars in the driveway.

“Who’s that and why is my house the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen?” Brooke asked, practically squealing.

“It really is adorable.” I pointed to the front porch. “I think we should sit right there tonight and have some iced tea, mine will be spiked, of course.”

She sighed and took in the front of the house. “It’s perfect.”

“You haven’t even seen the inside.” I tilted my head. “Although, it’ll be complete chaos in there with the things they’ve moved over so far.”

“Don’t even care, Julia. Don’t even care.” Brooke turned to grab the door handle, but Michael beat her to it, pulling the door open and holding out a hand for her.

“May I be of assistance?”

“Did you smoke crack on the way over?” Brooke asked.

“I try to keep that to Fridays only.” He shook his head. “Come on, my attempt at amends for shoveling stupid pickup lines your way when you’re clearly more evolved than the typical woman.”

“Clearly,” she mumbled under her breath while she took his hand. With a grunt, she stood from the car. I caught Michael’s eye over the hood of the car and gave him a warning look. He returned it with a wink.

Still playing the role of perfect gentleman, Michael held her hand while she walked up the steps to the porch and through the front door. When I came in after, I couldn’t even pay attention to her exclamations of all the things she loved, because I was too focused on the complete lack of chaos in the house. Of course, boxes were still piled everywhere, but the couch was put together and pushed against the long wall in the family room, the large framed picture that Brooke had hanging behind it at her apartment was already hung on the wall.

It wasn’t much, but it still looked like a home was slowly beginning to form. Rory came through the arch that led into the kitchen, hair in a high, sleek ponytail and face covered with a wide grin.

“Surprise,” she said and gave me a quick air kiss next to my face.

“I’ll say. How long have you been here?”

She smoothed a hand over her hair and nodded back to the kitchen. “Kat and I met the guys here on one of their earlier deliveries. I hope it’s okay we kinda started unloading the kitchen.”

“Are you kidding? That’s incredible.” I leaned forward and wrapped my arms around her. “Thank you so much.”

Rory patted my back with a laugh. “You’re welcome.”

A short, smiling woman came from the kitchen with messy, shoulder-length blond hair and she nudged her shoulder against Rory. “Don’t let her take the credit. This was completely my idea.” She stuck her hand out to me. “I’m Kat. Pleasure to meet you.”

“Julia. Same.” I pressed a hand to my forehead. “Sorry, I feel a little overwhelmed with the niceness. I showed up thinking that I would be unpacking all night.”

Kat laughed, a tinkling little sound that matched her compact body. “I overwhelm people often, don’t even worry about it. Go, show your sister her house, we’ll keep working.”

But when I turned, Brooke was holding Michael’s elbow and walking through the slider into the backyard, completely oblivious to my presence. I thought about joining them, but Brooke was a big girl. She didn’t need me to label the rooms for her.

No one was looking, so I snuck down the hall to what would be Brooke’s room and sat down on the mattress that the guys had already unloaded from Tristan’s truck. I let out a slow breath and listened to the sounds of all the people in the house. Cole’s people. Not my people. And they just showed up because they knew it was important to him.

Like my thoughts conjured him, his head popped around the door frame. And he smiled, so happy to see me, that it did nothing to impede the panicky thoughts running through my head. Tristan’s warnings, Kat and Rory’s unbelievable generosity.

He blinked when I didn’t smile back. “You okay?”

“I don’t know,” I told him honestly. “It’s just a lot, you know? The house, how amazing your friends are, we’re only like six weeks from when Brooke could have the babies. I guess it all just ... hit me.”

Cole paused in the doorway before sitting next to me on the bed. “Maybe I shouldn’t ask this in a house full with people, but, I haven’t really had the chance to ask before now.” He gave me a look out of the corner of his eyes and I swallowed. Definitely needed to make time for him, for us. “Was it hard when you found out Brooke was pregnant?”

I exhaled roughly, the question was about as unexpected as a baseball bat to the gut. Rory laughed from the kitchen, and I stood up to go shut the door. I leaned against it and stared at Cole. No one had ever asked me that question. Brooke was probably afraid to, my parents probably didn’t want to know. But of course he would.

“I cried when she told me. I cried for her, because she waited to tell me until after Kevin left, so I was sad that she had to do it alone. And I cried for me.” I swallowed. “But it didn’t wreck me, not like it might have before.”

“What do you mean?”

“If I’d still been with you,” I held his eyes while I spoke, hating that I even had to put it into words, “I think it would’ve felt like she was ripping my soul right out of my body. But without you there, it lessened the pain, I think.” A tear hit my cheek before I even knew I was crying. Cole looked miserable, and he stood to come to me when we heard Brooke’s voice in the hallway. I blinked and took a deep breath. This wasn’t the place, definitely wasn’t the time to bring this up. So I opened the door and gave him a sad smile before I left the room.

I followed Brooke into the other two bedrooms, and when we walked back down the hallway, Cole was still sitting on the bed, staring at the wall.
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The wave of irritation took me by surprise. It was slight, and dissipated quickly, but it was there nonetheless. Just a flash of a light bulb that you weren’t expecting. The light may have turned off, but you could still see the remnants in the edges of your vision afterward, blurring and distorting your vision.

I knew, logically, that part of it stemmed from the fact that I wanted to show her affection whenever I was around her, and I wasn’t allowed to. Not when Brooke was around. Part of me wanted to press the issue, grab her by the shoulders and plant a kiss on her when Brooke was in the room.

But Julia would be pissed, and for good reason. Despite knowing she’d have every reason to didn’t stem the desire to creep up on the line that she’d drawn. One thing at a time. In my head, I could tick through a list as to why she laid that mantle over our relationship, but it didn’t make it easier to abide by.

As evidenced by my blurted-out question that made Julia look like every ounce of blood was sucked from her face. I was well aware of how people tiptoed around couples who struggled with infertility. They announced pregnancies and births at a quieter level, with a guarded kind of propriety that was masked as thoughtfulness, but could easily be confused with self-preservation.

In my head, I’d worked out that no one had ever asked Julia how she felt about Brooke’s pregnancy. Brooke rarely erred on the side of serious, so I didn’t think she’d broach that subject with Julia. Which wasn’t Brooke’s fault. It was a difficult thing to ask someone. But it was me. And her. We’d crept past worse subjects than that one.

My timing could have been better. My approach. But it was done now, and I sat on that mattress for far longer than was appropriate considering how hard everyone else was working at Brooke’s house.

But I wanted the irritation to pass, wanted to make sure my thoughts were steady enough to go back to smiling and joking with my friends, not seem like a complete ass because of what she and I were dealing with off-stage. That was the crux of it, wasn’t it?

Off-stage. More than anything, I wanted to put our relationship front and center, before anything else in my life, but she was, as usual, moving at a slightly slower pace. I pushed off the bed and went back to work. Rory turned on some music, and over the next couple hours, we made good headway on unpacking a lot of the big stuff.

The family room was sparse, but Brooke would be able to add in more furniture. Rory and Kat got the kitchen almost completely put together, only arguing once about which cupboard the glasses should go in before Julia stepped in and said that clearly, they should be to the right of the sink. Rory smirked and Kat grumbled about tall woman discriminatory practices.

Tristan ordered pizza to be delivered, which surprised everyone, but most of all Julia. She stared at the delivery guy for a solid minute before Tristan gently moved her aside and paid. By the time the sun was setting and the air cooling outside, there wasn’t much reason for all of us to stay.

Kat and Dylan said goodbye first, and Kat gave tight hugs to both Brooke and Julia before they went home. Tristan and Michael left next, with Michael giving Brooke an exaggerated slug to the shoulder so that Julia wouldn’t kick his ass for hitting on her little sister.

When the door shut behind the brothers, Rory sank back against the couch and patted her stomach. “I think I gained ten pounds from that pizza.”

“Oh please, toothpick,” Brooke snorted from the other side of the couch. She pointed at her belly and Rory laughed. “I gain ten pounds from breathing.”

Julia stood from the couch and gathered plates. I did the same and followed her into the kitchen while Rory and Brooke chatted easily.

“I wish you could come home with me tonight,” I whispered while she stuffed paper plates into the already full garbage bag.

She held the bag open for me while I put my handful in, but didn’t look up at me until I was done. “I know. I do too.”

“What if you told Brooke that you wanted to, I don’t know, give her some privacy since it’s her first night in her house?”

Julia smiled and wrapped her arms around my waist. I breathed into her hair, every muscle in my body relaxing instantly at the feel of her against me.

“You know I can’t.” She rolled her forehead against my chest. “Besides, I still need to make up our beds and do some unpacking in the bathrooms.”

I hooked a finger under her chin and pressed my lips against hers. The softness of her mouth made my head spin, and I cupped the sides of her face so I could sweep my tongue against hers. Julia melted, sliding her hands up my back and pushing up on tip-toe so she could kiss me more fully.

When we were like this, everything felt perfect. Like there was no obstacle that we couldn’t hurdle over with ease. It was the other stuff, families and future, that tripped us up when we were apart. Not even apart, just not able to be honest about what we were. My frustration turned the kiss fierce, and I bit at her lower lip. She whimpered softly, but the noise was enough to make her push back from me.

“Not here,” she whispered. “Please.”

I breathed deeply for a few moments, attempted to get my bearings. Rory and Brooke were still talking, so it was unlikely that they heard us. I wish they’d had, I thought instantly. Like a reflex I couldn’t control, I felt the irritation again.

But I nodded and ran my hand down her hair before touching her mouth with my thumb. “Unless you guys need any more help, I’m gonna head home.”

Julia covered her hand with mine and turned them so she could press a kiss to my palm. “No, I think we’re good. Thank you. For your friends and the trucks and just ... everything.”

“You’re welcome,” I said gruffly, feeling a weird twinge at her gratitude. I didn’t want her to feel like she had to thank me for doing things that I didn’t even have to question. It was Julia. Brooke, too. I’d do anything to help them, and she knew that. It felt like something she’d say to a stranger, or a friendly acquaintance.

I went and said my goodbyes to Brooke and Rory and drove home with a strange knot in my stomach. It didn’t leave when I walked into my dark house, or while I watched SportsCenter before heading to bed. The knot was Julia, of course. It was always her.

By the time I did crawl in between the cold sheets of my bed, it took me a long time to fall into a fitful sleep. And for the first time in weeks, Julia haunted my sleep again, the past jumbled with the present, our first fight melding with things that had never happened while I tossed and turned.

“You’ll never have to do this and feel alone, Julia,” I promised, trying to grab her shoulders before she whirled away from me.

“But I am alone,” she said wearily. “I just want to take this one thing at a time, one step at a time, one day at a time, can’t you just let me?”

A calendar stretched out before me, an endless length of paper, and I frantically tried to find the end of it. One day at a time became months, years, of hiding and lying. Of never sleeping next to her at night. Evaded questions and empty answers.

“Julia, please.” I grabbed her shoulders and she hissed like I’d burned her. I held my hands up and they were covered in coals. Every time my emotions flared, my body heated, and when I touched her, I seared them over her skin.

“It’s too much, Cole.” Julia cried and cried, started clutching at her chest. “I don’t know how to find it.”

I knelt down next to her. “Find what?”

“My heart, Cole. Where is it?” Her chest cracked open, the same yawning, bloody hole that I normally had. Her eyes flashed. “Don’t you have it?”

I looked down at my hands, my burning, empty hands. “I don’t.”

“If you don’t have it, where is it?” she shrieked, her tears lapping at my legs now. “If you don’t have it, where is it?”

“I don’t know,” I yelled, powerlessness pushing me further and further into the water surrounding me. “God, Julia, I don’t know.”

When my head slipped under the surface, I gasped awake and bolted up in bed. My chest heaved while I struggled to calm myself. It felt like if I tried hard enough, I could still feel the water over my face, in my ears, in my mouth. The warped images of Julia’s empty chest made me shudder, my eyes burn.

I pressed the heel of my hands into my eyes and took a few deep breaths until my heart slowed to a more manageable pace. The clock on my nightstand showed 12:32 a.m. and I took a chance by picking up my phone and sending Julia a text.

Me: Are you sleeping?

Julia: Not yet. What’s up?

Me: Bad dream.

As soon as the text went through, my phone starting vibrating with an incoming call. With a smile, I swiped my thumb across the screen and brought the phone up to my ear. “Hey.”

“You okay?” she asked quietly. Her voice was hushed and tired, and I could tell she was in bed. I had to close my eyes against the wave of longing.

“Better. Just freaked me out a little bit, wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Your dream was about me?”

I stared up at the ceiling and thought about how honestly I should answer her. “They’re always about you, Julia.”

In the background, I could hear her shift around. “Knowing it was a bad dream, I don’t know how I should take that,” she said lightly, but I could hear the concern in her voice.

“Don’t take it as anything bad. It just means I think about you as much in my sleep as I do when I’m awake.”

“I guess.”

We were silent for a little bit, just listening to each other breathe.

“Cole, can I come over?” she said on a rushed exhale.

The selfish part of me wanted to scream yes. The protective part of me held it back. “It’s so late. I don’t want you driving if you’re too tired.”

She scoffed. “I’m thirty-four, not sixteen. I’ll be fine.”

I smiled. “Then who am I to say no?”

“I’ll see you in fifteen minutes.”

Seventeen minutes later, I was pacing by the front window of my house, still only in my boxers, when her headlights swept through the blinds. I opened the door for her, and laughed. Her legs were bare, her body covered by a black wool coat, and on her feet were another pair of fuzzy slippers.

“Nice outfit.”

She walked past me into the house. “Once I’m in pajamas, I’m not changing again until it’s morning.”

After I locked the door, I hooked an arm around her neck and hugged her to me. The front of her coat was chilled from the air and I rubbed a hand down her back to help warm her up.

“I feel like I’m a booty call or something right now,” I said into the top of her head.

Julia laughed into my chest. “As long as you only feel like that with me.”

The last of my dream ebbed away from the feel of her in my arms. Real flesh and bone, not a misty, symbolic version of her.

I rested my chin on the top of her head and took a deep breath. “I’m glad you came over.”

She kissed the skin over my heart. “Me too. I’ve missed you since the last time we were here.”

My eyes pinched shut, relief sweeping through me at hearing her say it. “Missing you before was different, when I hadn’t seen you in years. It was this dull ache that I just lived with, you know? But knowing you’re here, knowing what it feels like to touch you again, sometimes I feel like I need to see your face again in order to keep breathing.”

Julia looked up at me, so much sadness and regret in her eyes. “I know.”

When she pulled back and started unbuttoning her coat, I had a moment of pause. We should talk, I thought in my head. Briefly. Oh so briefly. Under her coat were impossibly small sleep shorts, pink and soft-looking against her legs. The shirt she wore had straps that barely seemed substantial enough to hold it up over her shoulders.

She dropped her coat on the floor and then we crashed against each other, mouths fused and tongues sweeping together. I wrapped my arms under her ass and boosted her up so that her legs wrapped around my waist.

I groaned into her mouth when she raked her hands along my scalp.

“Bed or wall,” I said in between biting, wet kisses. “Your choice.”

“Bed,” she said immediately. “I need to feel your weight on top of me.” She pulled back and met my eyes. “I’ve never felt safer in my life than when I’m wrapped up in you, Cole. Never.”

Julia leaned forward and kissed my bottom lip, then my top. Our foreheads pressed together and we held like that for a moment.

“When you say things like that to me,” I whispered against her mouth. I had to close my eyes. Everything felt so big, like it would burst from my skin.

“I know. I know, Cole. It’s almost too much, isn’t it?”

I didn’t answer, simply walked us back to the bed and fell on top of her. Her clothes came off easily, my boxers did too. She hitched her legs up around my hips and whimpered into my shoulder when I made her wait. I wanted to rush, I wanted to savor. Every brush of her fingers against my skin set me on fire, sped my heart to dangerous rhythms.

When I leaned my head to trace the curve of her breast with my lips, she arched up, impatient and greedy.

“I love you,” I whispered into her jaw when I pushed inside.


Twenty-One

Julia




It was almost too much. The way he clutched at my skin. The words I whispered into his. The way we moved together, seamless and smooth. Cole filled me so perfectly, just like he always had, the same lover that grew up with me, in all the ways that counted when we were like this.

He knew me innately, just like I knew him. My skin prickled when he bit down on the edge of my earlobe. He moved faster when I drew my fingernails in sharp lines down his back.

Too much, too big, too intense to be contained into one mortal body. The overwhelming feeling of him and me, what we’d been, what we were now, pushed a tear down the side of my face. I would give him anything, I knew with a sudden, stunning clarity as I slid into a warm, slow roll of pleasure that made me gasp.

He did the same, gripping me to him in a tight, brutal hug while we caught our breath. We laid like that for a few minutes, simply breathing into each other’s sweat-glossed skin. Cole rolled on his back and brought me up against him in a smooth motion that we’d done a hundred times, maybe a thousand. So many small habits that couldn’t be counted because of how innate they were to our relationship.

Then I laughed, because he lifted an arm to hand me a box of tissues to clean myself up. Married habits die hard, apparently. His answering smile was slow and content, peaceful in how long it lingered on his face. My hand reached up to trace the lines of it. Like I could absorb it into my skin if I tried hard enough to capture its shape. This was happiness. I could feel it lining my skin, filling my heart with a warmth that I’d tried to capture every single day while I was away from him. I’d failed, of course, because I knew now that he was the truest form of happiness that I’d ever know.

And I’d made him wait for the smallest snippet of what was in my heart.

I turned my face into his chest and sighed. It should have been easy, effortless and perfectly simple to open my mouth and whisper against his body. But there was a kindling of nerves in the pit of my belly with every deep breath that I took before opening my mouth.

“I love you, Cole.” And I kissed his skin, pulling in a deep breath, filling my lungs with him.

His entire body froze for a beat, but then he pulled back and stared at me. Then he smiled. After he smiled, he started laughing. I sat up and looked down at him, thoroughly bemused and slightly embarrassed. He laid back on the bed and his entire frame shook with laughter.

“Is that so funny?” I asked, poking his chest.

Cole grabbed my hand and kissed it before he sat up and faced me. “You can’t be that surprised at my reaction.”

“I can’t?” I tucked my hair behind my ears and smiled at him, even though my cheeks were flushed and hot. “I don’t think you’ve ever laughed at me when I’ve said those particular words before.”

He tilted his head to the side when it must have registered that I was embarrassed. “Julia, come on. I’m not laughing at you. I’m ... well, I’m really relieved. I’ve felt pretty alone in my feelings for a very long time. It’s nice to know you’re still here with me.”

I blinked a few times, something slightly colder replacing the bashfulness. Frustration and irritation warred inside of me. “Still here with you? I’ve been here with you since the day we kissed.”

“Have you?” he asked lightly, but I heard the edge in his voice.

Too much, too big, too intense to be contained by one mortal body. But this felt like it wasn’t supposed to be inside of me, but I couldn’t get rid of it by sheer force of will. “You couldn’t tell how I felt about you? At all?”

He lifted his hands up, a pacifying gesture that made me feel the slightest prickle of defensiveness, even before he said a word. “Why do I suddenly feel like we should have clothes on for this conversation?”

“Cole, you know me. You cannot honestly tell me that you thought I’d get this far with you and not feel love or commitment or even a desire for a future. That you’d think I would jerk you around like that.”

Cole stood from the bed and pulled his boxers up, but I stayed right where I was. The only concession I gave was pulling the sheet up to cover my chest. He didn’t get right back into bed, just propped his hands on his hips and stared at me for a few seconds.

“I didn’t know where you were for seven years, Julia,” he said in a low voice, words deliberate and clipped. “Seven years.”

“I know that.” I swallowed, pinching the sheets underneath my arms and tugging it even higher, the flimsiest armor I could possibly have, but at least it was something. “You didn’t answer my question.”

“For seven years, I had to replay every single thing that went wrong in our marriage and ask myself why it was that you chose to run instead of stand there and fight with me, fight with me for our relationship, fight with me over our future. So yes, Julia, I have often thought over the years that I knew you inside and out, but the fact that I could never answer that question proved to me that I didn’t know you as well as I thought.”

I closed my eyes, the sweep of guilt and mortification turning my skin hot in an instant. This was something I couldn’t argue with him, no matter how much I wanted to. Slowly, I reached over the side of the bed and picked up my pajamas. I spoke softly, pleading with him when I opened my eyes again. “Cole, please, all I have asked for is to be patient. To take things one thing-“

“-at a time,” he interjected, face hardening as he spoke. “We were married, Julia. For crying out loud, how slow do you expect us to be able to go?”

Annoyance made me pull my clothes on with jerky, harsh movements. “I am not asking for too much here. Okay? What we’re attempting is so big, Cole. It’s more than most people could probably even wrap their head around, so I don’t think it’s stupid for us to go slowly.”

“Slowly?” he asked quietly. “We slept together after the first legitimate conversation we had. You think that’s doing things slowly?”

I let out a hiss of a breath. “And somehow, that’s now become a weapon that you can use against me? I didn’t expect that of you, Cole.”

He hung his head and took in a few deep breaths. “I don’t mean it as a weapon.”

“Why is it so hard for you to believe that I’ve loved you this whole time? You know that it’s harder for me to put a name to how I feel, to say it out loud. That’s always been the case with me.” My voice grew in volume, irrationality spreading its dark veins through my body.

“People have to grow and change as they get older. We can’t sit back and say, hey, this is how I’ve always done it, so it must be okay.”

I huffed out a breath, the tears lodged in my throat made the sound full and heavy. “Wow.”

When I got out of the bed, he rounded the end of it and held his hands out. “Hear me out, because I think I’ve been pretty understanding up until now.”

My jaw clenched tightly, and the pressure against my teeth kept me from screaming. Every inch of my body was burning to flee, to get out into the cold night air so I could purge all these feelings from inside of me. But he was right. He had been understanding, so I stayed.

Cole bent his knees and lowered his head, so I was forced to meet his eyes. His face was blurry from tears, but I didn’t blink. “Love means accepting someone, flaws and all. And I accept all of the worst parts of you, Julia. You know that I do, but if I stand back and let you bolt at the slightest roadblock again, then it’s like I’m saying it’s okay that you do it. It’s not okay.”

I pointed a finger at him, anger igniting a fire in my belly. “The slightest roadblock? I would’ve left a couple months into our marriage if that was the truth, and you damn well know it.” I speared my hands in my hair and paced next to the bed. “I cannot believe we’re doing this right now.”

“We have to do it eventually,” he threw back at me. “It was inevitable.”

Helplessness at how I was, how I’d always been, made the tears fall. “All I’m asking for is for you to be patient with me, I don’t understand what’s so hard about that.”

Cole shook his head. “You think I haven’t been patient?”

“No, that’s not what I meant,” I said quickly, “I mean, I don’t know what I meant. Come on, Cole, it’s crazy that me telling you that I love you turned into this. Why can’t you just accept it for what it is?” I sucked in a breath, and kept right on rolling, and I saw the warning flash in his eyes. “Not everyone moves at the same warp speed that you do, you know? Our entire relationship, I felt like there was something wrong with me because you were always so sure, always accepted exactly how you felt and didn’t question it.”

His mouth fell open. “I never made you feel like there was something wrong with you because of that.”

“You’re doing it right now,” I cried. “And I don’t understand why.”

“Because I don’t trust you,” he yelled.

I fell back, a hand pressed against my stomach. My ears rang as if he’d slapped me. “What?” I whispered. “Are you serious right now?”

Cole blinked rapidly, like he couldn’t believe he said it either. He swiped a hand over his mouth and stared at me for a second. “I think I am, yeah.”

“What am I supposed to say to that?”

He spoke quietly, firmly, after he took a moment to think about that. “Julia, I understand that this is how you’ve always done things. But I don’t trust that you won’t tuck tail and run across the country where I can’t find you again. You hid from our marriage because we disagreed and I don’t know how to stop worrying that you’ll do it again.”

He walked forward and cupped my face, wiped at the cold tears with his thumbs. My whole body was trembling. From shock. From the cold. From how much I couldn’t blame him for feeling it.

Too much. Too big. Too intense to be contained in one mortal body.

Cole touched his forehead to mine, his voice heavy and weighted with emotion. “The way I feel right now, it’s like I’d be chasing you the rest of my life. And not the good kind. Not the kind of chasing that a husband should do. Where I get to woo you, flirt with you, date you for the rest of our lives. But the soul-crushing, heart-shredding kind of chase. Where you’re always just out of reach. If I make one wrong move, if I say one wrong thing, I don’t trust that we won’t end up right back where we started.”

I cried softly, gripped his wrists where he still held my face. His pulse underneath my fingers was fast and steady, and I knew it probably matched my own. My heart was cracked in two, knowing that even now, I still wanted to flee from what we were doing, from the words that neither of us could take back.

There were no words trying to combat what he was saying, my tongue wouldn’t form them, even though I knew that I should.

“I’m walking on eggshells,” he whispered. “And I can’t sustain that forever. When I don’t know what’s going on in your head, I feel like I’m one wrong comment away from losing you for the second time. That’s not something I can handle going through again, Julia. You are my heart, and I don’t want to live without you, but I can’t keep feeling like this.”

I sobbed and pulled out of his grasp. His eyes were red like he was fighting tears.

“I thought you forgave me.” My voice wavered and he looked like he wanted to reach for me again, but he didn’t.

“I did,” he said roughly. “And I meant it. But I don’t know what the balance is between forgiveness and trust. Whether they can stand separately within a relationship. I need to know, you need to know, that we can move forward, trust that we won’t put each other through what we did before. Have tough conversations about our future without fear of annihilating what we’ve built.”

The knot in my stomach grew and grew, thinking about the path we’d already traveled, and how far we still had to go. My breaths came faster and faster, and I pressed a hand to my chest, like I could slow my heart rate just by touching the skin encasing it.

“I have to go,” I whispered.

His eyes narrowed, he shook his head and took a step back from me. “Don’t.”

I stepped toward him and tried to lay my hands on his chest but he turned his back to me and walked out of the bedroom. “Cole, wait.”

He made a sharp pivot to face me, fire in his eyes and color high on his cheeks. “I am begging you not to run away right now.”

“I need to think,” I told him in a pleading voice, but annoyance surged hot and bright that I even felt like I needed to plead. “And I can’t think, I don’t even feel like I can breathe when you look at me like that.”

“Like what?”

I snapped my chin up and straightened to my full height. “Like it’s a fucking crime to need to take a step back and process everything you just said to me. Come on, Cole. Give me a break.”

He held a hand out to the hallway. “Apparently that’s what you’re taking, whether I want you to or not. So please, don’t let me stop you.”

Swallowing roughly, I stared at him for a beat before I brushed through the doorway. My coat was still in a crumpled heap on the floor and I dashed a tear off my face after I slipped it on. Nothing good would come from me standing there, with him pissed and me feeling cornered.

I pulled my purse over my shoulder and looked at him before I walked out the door. His eyes made my stomach quiver, my heart pulse violently. The intensity in his eyes shook me, tightened my chest like it was in a vise.

But I still walked out the door.

I held everything in while I drove, while I crept quietly through the house and into my room. When I curled into a ball on my bed, I turned into my pillow and finally wept.


Twenty-Two

Julia




My head felt like a bowling ball, my eyes were scratchy and raw, and they’d probably feel nicer if I’d taken sandpaper to them to dry them out. But I didn’t realize just how bad I looked until I came into the kitchen the next morning and caught a glimpse of Brooke’s face.

“Oh ... my ... word,” she whispered. “What happened to you?”

I sat in a chair across the table from her. She stared, open-mouthed, at whatever horror that was my face and hair. “Why are you out of bed?”

“Good Lord, Julia, you sound like you smoked a pack of cigarettes last night.” She blinked. “And I can handle walking down the hall to get some tea. We’ve got my thirty-two-week ultrasound today, remember?”

With my elbows propped on the table, I leaned forward until my head was held up by my hands. “Sorry. I did forget.”

“No worries, we’ve got plenty of time. Now, do you want to tell me why you look like someone punched you in the face with a bag of hormones?”

I laughed under my breath. “Nice, thanks.”

“Don’t stall.”

Why couldn’t my parents have given me a brother? He’d never have badgered me like that. But, I realized with a sharp pang, without Brooke’s meddling, I probably never would have seen Cole again after the grocery store. And I hid behind her as an excuse not to rush my relationship with Cole.

“I’m such a bitch,” I whispered.

Brooke leaned forward and tapped my arm. I lifted my head up and she gave me a sad smile. “It can’t be that bad.”

“I lied to you,” I said in a rush. “I slept with Cole the day we met for coffee, and I did it again last night after you were in bed. I told him I didn’t want to tell you that we were ... I don’t know, dating or whatever, because you’d put so much pressure on me about it and I wasn’t ready for that. And last night we got in a huge fight. Like, really huge. So I cried myself to sleep. Hence the,” I waved my hand in front of my face.

Her mug was suspended mid-drink, and her dark eyes widened where she was staring at me over the rim. Slowly, she lowered it, holding my eyes until it hit the table with a soft click. Very calmly, more calmly than I thought she was capable of, Brooke took a deep breath and folded her hands in front of her on the table.

“Let’s address things one at a time.” She cleared her throat. “First, I’m not stupid, and the walls of my apartment were more useless than cardboard. When you came home from coffee,” she held up her fingers like air quotes, “you looked like Rachel McAdams after that one scene in The Notebook.”

My face flushed and I traced the seam of the table. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

Brooke snorted. “Look, I’m bored out of my skull, it’s fun to watch you pretend like you’re keeping some big secret from me. It’s like my own private soap opera. Every time you thought I wasn’t paying attention, you totally stared at his ass while they were moving boxes yesterday.”

I laughed briefly and then sobered. Cole’s words ran endlessly in my head, and I was unable to pull the film off track.

“What did you two fight about?”

I glanced up at her. “I’m going to give you the short version, because I really don’t want to cry again. I feel like I’ve cried more in the last month than in the last five years combined.”

She smiled at me. “You really have been a massive crybaby.”

“I can’t even argue,” I said glumly. I took a deep breath. “He doesn’t trust me, and I can’t blame him.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Explain.”

“How is he supposed to trust that I won’t bolt again?”

“Do you want to?” she asked gently.

“No,” I answered slowly. “But even after all of this, there’s still things we haven’t talked about. And I can’t imagine they’ll be any easier than the previous conversation.” I pointed to my face. “We can all see how well that turned out.”

“What things?”

“Family things,” I exhaled. “Baby things. Adoption things.” I glanced quickly at her ever-growing stomach and smiled. “I still want kids, Brooke. I’m sure he does too. How are we supposed to start over?”

“You’re not starting over, Julia. You’re starting fresh. You’re both older, hopefully wiser, with a hell of a lot more life experience under your belt. If you and Cole decide that you’re going to try this again, it’s not a continuation of your previous relationship. It’s a new one.”

I dragged the tip of my fingernail across the pad of my thumb. “That’s easier said than done.”

“Yeah,” she said easily. “I know that. And look, I’m the one who said you were a chicken shit when it came to Cole. While I could have probably used a little bit more tact than that, it’s still true. You’re sitting here giving me all the things that will get in your way, but the reality is that you are the only thing getting in your way.”

Staring at my little sister while she said so many horribly honest, incredibly wise, mildly insulting things, my heart hammered in my chest and my tongue fairly itched to argue with her.

But I couldn’t.

Brooke grabbed my hand and looped her fingers through mine. “Tell him what you’re afraid of. Don’t spend so much time digging in your own head, second guessing things that don’t need to be second guessed.”

We sat in silence after that. Brooke finished her tea and let me be. When my little sister became the harbinger of the best kind of life-changing advice, I didn’t know.

“When is your appointment again?”

She smiled at my change of my subject. “Ten. We’ll get another ultrasound today.”

“Good. Something to look forward to.” I stood from my chair and went to press a kiss to the top of her head. “I’m going to hop in the shower. Need help getting back to your room?”

Brooke shook her head. “Go. I can manage.”

The entire walk from the kitchen to my bedroom, and on the drive to her OB, her earlier words rang through my head, delivered with a hefty boom every single time. She was right, I was the only thing getting in our way.

Now, what to do about it?
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Two hours later, we sat around the table again, dissecting the orange and white blobby photos from the ultrasound.

“She looks like an alien,” Brooke said and turned the photo to the side.

I smacked her arm. “She does not. She’s perfect. And look, she’s totally got your nose.”

She smiled and traced the edge of her little button nose. “Look how he’s trying to touch her, but that damn sac is in the way. And doesn’t it look like he’s smiling?”

“It does,” I agreed, reaching forward to touch the shot in awe. “They’re pretty amazing.”

“They are,” she said softly.

The ultrasound tech had printed off four shots for Brooke, the rest going on a CD that I tucked into my purse for her. They were growing well, Baby Girl was around three pounds and Baby Boy was about three and a half. Their heart rates were strong, and Dr. Robinson advised continued bed rest, much to Brooke’s chagrin.

I squeezed her shoulders. “Keep bakin’ em, momma. You’re doing good.”

Brooke groaned dramatically. “But they’re so big. I feel like I’m going to explode.” She rubbed at her sternum. “And my chest is on fire. All the time. I will never not have heartburn.”

“Still no names picked out?”

She groaned again, even deeper and more dramatically than a few seconds earlier, and I laughed. Very carefully, she folded up the pictures and set them in the middle of the table, staring at the top one for a while. “I have some ideas. It’s weird though. Like, even though I can feel them rolling around inside of me, they’re still kind of abstract.”

I swallowed roughly and busied myself with pouring us both some water. “I bet.” When I set the glass in front of her, she was staring up at me, and it took me a second to meet her eyes.

“You wanna know the strangest thing though?”

I pulled the chair away from the table and sat in it. “Sure.”

“I’m not even really pissed at Kevin anymore for leaving, because he doesn’t deserve a shot with these kids if he’s not man enough to stick around, but...” she paused and took a sip of water, “sometimes I wonder what he’d want to name them. Or whether one of them will remind me of him. Like, will Baby Boy laugh the way he did? Will it hurt me to hear it? Will they hurt someday because they weren’t enough for him to stay around for?”

This time when I swallowed, it wasn’t a stall tactic against my own emotions. Suddenly, my fears about Cole felt petty and insignificant. As if I’d used my own hand to whip them into a manic frenzy that they’d never been to begin with. My fears had been valid once, and maybe they still were, but hearing my normally happy and optimistic sister put voice to her own fears sobered me, humbled me.

Hers had no choice but to be faced and conquered, because she was choosing to be brave enough to do it. Kevin hadn’t been that brave, and neither had I, with Cole.

“I think,” I started slowly, “that you will love them so fiercely that they’ll want for nothing. You are already such a good mother, Brooke. Better than anything you and I ever experienced.”

She blinked at me with eyes bright with tears and nodded quickly. “And they’ll have you, too. Coolest aunt in the continental U.S.”

I laughed, watery and tremulous. “Don’t sell me short. Coolest aunt in the whole world.”

Brooke nodded again, wiped at a stray tear that fell down her cheek. Unbearably moved, I got up and moved around the table to where she sat and got down on my knees. I cupped her stomach and pressed my forehead to it.

“Do you hear me?” I whispered. “You two are so loved. There is nothing in this entire world that will ever change that.” Brooke sniffed and I did the same, pressing a kiss to my fingertips and pressing it against the hard edge of someone’s foot. Or elbow.

By the time I stood up, Brooke had tears streaming down her face. “Lordy, I’m too hormonal for shit like this.”

“Well, I’m not done yet.” I brushed her hair off her face and made sure she was looking at me. “You are one of the bravest women I have ever known in my life. I think I want to be Brooke Rossi when I grow up.”

“Yeah?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

She clasped my hand. “All you need to do is get out of your own way. It’s normal to be afraid of something, in any relationship, but I can guarantee that whatever you’re afraid of is not bigger or scarier than how amazing it could be with you and Cole if you just give it a chance. You just have to show him that you’ll face every single one down, and you’ll do it with him by your side.”

Brooke’s phone started ringing on the kitchen counter, effectively snapping the heavy moment. When I saw who it was, I laughed under my breath. “Guess who?”

Her lip curled up a little. “I swear, Dad must have written down my appointments in his calendar. It’s freaky.”

I took a deep breath. “Actually, do you mind if I take this in my room first? I need to talk to them about something. I’ll pass the phone along to you when I’m done.”

She grinned. “Go get ‘em, tiger.”

Even though I rolled my eyes when I left the room, I was smiling when I answered the call. “Hi, Dad.”

“How’s Brooke?” he boomed on the other line, his Italian accent heavier now that they were in Capua. I could hear my mom in the background asking something, but he shushed her. “She had an ultrasound this morning, didn’t she?”

“She did. Everything looks great.” I turned into my room, or what would be the guest room after I moved out, and shut the door quietly before sitting on the edge of the mattress. “I can pass the phone to Brooke in a minute, but I actually wanted to talk to you and Mom about something.”

“What’s wrong?” my mom piped in, sounding tinny once my dad put me on speaker.

“Nothing,” I told her. “Can we actually switch to FaceTime for a second? I want to see you both when I say this.”

They both started talking, obviously both reaching to hit the right buttons and their phone clattered to the ground so loudly that I had to pull my own away from my ear. My mom tsked at my dad, and then the chime in that they were starting a FaceTime call with me. I accepted it, and found myself staring the wall of their villa.

“Mom, turn the camera the other way,” I said patiently.

“You look terrible,” she said on a gasp.

“Mom.”

She mumbled under her breath, and my dad replied in Italian. Donne testarde was all I caught. Something about stubborn women. The camera swiveled the other way, and I could see half of both of their faces. They were both tanner than when I’d last seen them in person, and my dad had the puffy skin around his eyes that meant he was drinking a lot of wine, which was typical of his visits to Italy.

“What’s the matter?” my dad asked with a slight frown.

“I just wanted to let you know something.” I took a deep breath and tilted the camera so that I knew they could both fully see my face, see how serious I was. “I’m not going to get into details of how we reconnected, but I’ve been seeing Cole again since I’ve been back in Denver.”

Immediately, my father started cursing under his breath, my mom gave him a hard side-eye and he quieted down. I held up a hand.

“I’m not joking, if you interrupt me while I’m saying this, I’m done. I’m not saying it again.” They both nodded, my dad still looking wildly unhappy. My mom gave us the east coast blood of eastern European descent, so masking her emotions was practically a family heirloom.

When I knew they were going to stay quiet, I took a deep breath. “Thank you. I’m not going to blame the two of you for the fact that I left him, but if we’re all honest with ourselves, you can admit that you heavily influenced me. But I did always love him. And by some miracle, I have a second chance. But I need to convince him that I’m not going to run again, and I have no intention of doing that. He has loved me in a way that defies any kind of logic, and even if he never chose to speak to me again, Cole is the love of my life. I don’t know if we’ll get married again, or how we might choose to start a family, but he is it for me. I will not entertain a single slight against him, so if you have something to say about him, don’t say it to me.” I held their eyes, barely blinked the entire time I spoke, but my knees were bouncing wildly, my heart doing something similar. “Okay?”

My mom lifted her eyebrows briefly, looked at my dad before turning the camera to her. “Okay. Thank you for letting us know.”

It wasn’t the happy family conversation, but that wasn’t my relationship with them. If they’d answered with smiles and proclamations of encouragement, I’d question whether they were high or not, so her evenly spoken answer didn’t really phase me.

“Thank you for listening,” I said to her. “Do you want to talk to Brooke?”

She nodded, and I calmly walked the phone to my sister, who took it from me with a quizzical expression. I didn’t stay for their conversation, simply went back into my room that was still filled with boxes and stared at the wall for a while.

Maybe there were things I could find on Pinterest for grand gestures to win over an ex-husband who didn’t dare hope that I was here to stay for the long haul. Trust was precarious. Something you had to earn by showing up for someone over and over again. Even someone you’d never met before needed to earn your trust, no matter what another person in your life might think of them. An idea hit me, and I called Rory.

“Hey,” I said as soon as she picked up. “Are you by Garrett right now?”

“I am,” she replied cautiously. “What’s up?”

“I need a phone number from you.”

We hung up and she promised she’d text it to me. Once it came through, I fought a massive case of butterflies and clicked on the number, waited for the ringing to come through in my ear. Not surprisingly, since he wouldn’t recognize my number, voicemail picked up after a few rings.

“Hi, this is Julia. I know this is going to sound crazy, but I’m wondering if you can help me with something kind of urgent. Please call me back as soon as you get this.” I paused and took a deep breath. “I know you have no reason to trust me yet, but this is important, and I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t say anything to Cole. Thanks.”

I hung up and flopped back on the bed, cursing the fact that I could do nothing except wait. Not for long, apparently. My phone vibrated in my hand, and I bolted upright.

“Hi, Tristan,” I said when I answered.

“What’s urgent?” His voice was clipped, but not rude. Clearly, he was just someone who didn’t like to waste time with unnecessary syllables.

“Well, I was kind of wondering if I could borrow you and your truck again.”

The silence on the other end of the phone was loud, so, so loud in my ears. It took about ten seconds for him to answer, and I swear my heart beat three times faster than normal.

He heaved a sigh. “Depends on why.”

I told him in an excited rush, and three minutes later, we had a date for the next morning.


Twenty-Three

Cole




Every time another minute ticked passed on the clock in my office, I felt it somewhere deep in my stomach. My empty stomach that didn’t feel empty. I’d barely eaten in two days, but it felt bloated and sick, filled with sharp-edged rocks and a heaviness that I couldn’t get rid of. Because every minute that passed was another minute that I was standing my ground and not reaching out to Julia. This time was different. When she walked out the door, I knew where she was staying, I knew exactly how to reach her. I knew that I could probably bang on the door to Brooke’s house and ask to speak to her, but this time, I decided to wait. Decided to give her space.

I rubbed at my bleary eyes, gritty from lack of sleep and staring at my computer for too long in a dark office. But I didn’t have much desire to go home. Even as I reflected on them now, I didn’t regret the things that I’d said to Julia. They were necessary, unearthed in the moment from some part of me that I hadn’t even realized existed until it burst out of me.

All the other things that we might need to face were truly secondary to the fact that I didn’t know how to trust that she’d stay. With a weary sigh, one of thousands that I’d let go of in the last forty-eight hours, I closed my laptop case and unplugged the cord, putting everything I might need the next day into my bag. The office was quiet when I walked through, cubicles empty and offices closed up for the night.

My drive home was quiet, no radio to muffle the static in my mind or the heaviness in my heart. I didn’t want to mute it, didn’t want to water it down. It was completely possible that what I’d said to her would push her away from me. If that was the case, I wasn’t even sure what I’d do about it.

There was no doubt in my mind that my heart would always be shackled to hers, especially after the last few weeks of having her back in my life. I didn’t want to change that. Couldn’t have changed it even if I did. The pervasive heaviness inside got worse as I took the last curve to my house, empty and dark, just like I’d left it.

But when I pulled past my neighbor’s house, there was a light on.

I narrowed my eyes while I pulled my car into the garage, which was empty, just as I’d left it, and didn’t see anything through the large front window. The guys had no idea what had happened with Julia, so they’d have no cause to pitch some pointless intervention for my moping. Since it was probably one of them, I took my time turning off my car and exiting, loosening the tie from around my neck, slinging my laptop bag over my shoulder.

The door leading from the garage into the back entryway was unlocked as I’d left it, and when I pushed it open, the first thing that I saw were two large cardboard boxes in the hallway leading to the kitchen.

“What the hell?” I muttered and slammed the door shut behind me. If Garrett was behind this, and the boxes were filled with sex toys or something, I’d slash the tires on his shiny black car. But when I turned the corner into the bright kitchen, it was not Garrett.

It was Julia.

My heart slammed into my ribs and the laptop bag slid off my shoulder, falling to the floor loudly.

“Hi,” she said quietly. She stood slowly from the chair she’d been sitting in and knit her fingers together in front of her.

The rapid swell of excitement was overwhelming and almost took my legs out from under me, but I swallowed it down. Next to the table was another few boxes, and by the couch, there were more.

“Brooke kick you out?” I asked, just to test my suddenly weak vocal chords. Julia gave me a slight smile, and my eyes inhaled every inch of her. She was dressed simply, her hair loose around her shoulders and her face pale and perfect. She licked her lips, one of her rarely shown nervous gestures.

“No, she didn’t.” Julia took a deep breath and walked toward me. When she came close enough that I could’ve touched her, my hands started to shake with the need to reach out, but I held still. Her eyes were so clear, each vivid bit of hazel, browns and golds and greens, I could’ve tried to count each different color if I wasn’t trying not to pass out. Julia’s hands slid up the lapels of my jacket and smoothed the fabric. “And I won’t let you kick me out either.”

I let out a low laugh, incredulous and impatient. “Care to explain?”

Her hands moved again, up the sides of my neck until she cupped my face. “I will wear down every single fear between the two of us, Cole. I know you have them, and I do too.” She pulled my head down until our mouths brushed together. Her breath was sweet, and I couldn’t not touch her anymore. I gripped the back of her neck, underneath the heavy fall of her hair, swept the other down the length of her back when she started speaking again. “I’ve run from my fears my entire life. And I never felt shame in that until you, because you are my deepest, truest love.”

I had to pinch my eyes shut to fight the burn that I felt, especially when her voice thickened with every word that she said. “Julia.”

She swept her fingers gently across my lips, and I pressed a kiss there before she pulled them away. “I will never run from you again, Cole. Never. Every single day, I will choose you, choose us, no matter how scary it might be, because I’d rather be side by side with you fighting against those fears than be alone.”

Happiness streaked through me through, hot and bright, a lightning bolt to my blood, but it cooled before I could act on it. My words to Julia about not trusting her—a surprise to me even as they’d come out of my mouth—tempered that happiness with reality.

I closed my eyes briefly, staring at the stack of boxes after I opened them. Once I felt like I had the tightest possible rein on my emotions, I finally met her eyes, so full of hope and determination that I almost folded.

“You left, Julia. The other night, right as we were breaking through some really ugly shit, stuff that we needed to break though, you walked out.”

“I know,” she said quietly. “Crutches are hard to get rid of when you’ve never really tried to walk without them before. But they are gone now, I promise.”

I lifted a finger and traced the edge of her lips like she’d done to me. My heart thumped heavily, undignified in my visceral response to her, simply from the feel of her mouth against my skin. Julia closed her eyes and pressed a kiss to my fingertip.

“It’s probably crazy that when you’re saying the exact thing that you should be saying, I’m the one hesitating,” I admitted quietly. “I want to believe you.”

“It’s no crazier than the fact that we’re even here.” Her eyes searched mine, and the heat of her body was inviting, a temptation and promise that was almost impossible not to sink into. “No crazier than meeting at nineteen, no crazier than you and I never being able to move on from each other after so many years. Cole, we don’t need to compare our love story with anyone else’s. I don’t care how crazy it is, if it brings us back to each other.”

Hope prickled my skin, and I shook my head while her smile spread. “Why are you smiling like that? I haven’t said anything.”

She closed her eyes with a laugh. When she opened them again, there was a fiery determination in them that almost took my breath away. This was the Julia I’d met so many years ago, when I didn’t even know what it meant to be a man.

“Because even if you aren’t ready to believe me, I will prove it to you, every single day. Because I am not going anywhere, Cole Andrew Mallinson. You are it for me. I’ll tell you every single day until you believe it.”

Emotion choked my ribs, pressed them tight and I had to breathe through the sublime pressure. I lifted her in my arms and laughed. Her arms wrapped around my neck in a tight hold, and our mouths met in a fierce, sweet kiss. Julia folded her long legs around my waist when I boosted her up.

I broke away and buried my forehead into the curve of her neck. She smoothed her fingers through my hair and sighed contentedly. When I felt like I could look at her face and not cry incredibly unmanly tears, I lifted my head and caught her eyes.

“I love you.”

Her fingers traced my eyebrows and down the bridge of my nose while I held her. She smiled and it felt like the sun broke open inside of me. “I love you, too.” Her fingers curved underneath my eyes, and I knew I had dark circles there from how little sleep I’d gotten the last two days. “You look terrible.”

I laughed and kissed her. This one was slower and gentler. A reunion and a promise, and we’d have a million more just like it. Her legs fell from around me, and she lowered herself until her feet touched the floor again. If she thought that meant I was going to stop touching her, she’d lost her mind. Her hair was silky and smooth under the palm of my hand when I curved it around the back of her head.

“I didn’t sleep much.”

“I didn’t either the first night.”

My eyebrows lifted. “Just one?”

Her smile was mischievous, and she lifted her chin at the boxes behind me. “I was too busy packing all the stuff I’d just unpacked in order to move into your house uninvited.”

I slid my hands around the curve of her hips and pulled her into me. “Our house.”

“Our house,” she repeated.

“How did you move all this in here?”

Julia laughed. “I called Tristan.”

“What now?”

With deliberate movements, she pushed my suit jacket off my shoulders and we both let it fall to the floor. Her fingers plucked at the buttons on my shirt until it was open, and my body tensed at the feel of her fingers against my skin. “I needed a truck, and I knew he was wary of me being around you again. Figured I could prove myself to him at the same time I proved myself to you.”

Rational thought became harder and harder as she undid the cuffs of my shirt, since the front was completely opened. “Tristan is wary of everyone, I’m sure you’re no different.”

She leaned forward and kissed the center of my chest. “Do you want to keep talking about your friend?”

Her eyes were luminous as she looked up at me, and I took her face in my hands. “No.”

We kissed until both of us had to pull away to breathe, and her eyes were shining.

“Good tears this time?” I asked quietly.

She nodded.

“Can I take you to bed now?”

She nodded again, a smile creeping across her face.

The only words we spoke for the next hour were please, and I love you. Over and over, until sweat covered my body and she was shaking and spent in my arms. And even then, we never stopped touching each other. Every inch of my body was felt by her fingers and palms, every inch of hers by mine. We spent time in spots that I might have overlooked, like the small notch of bone at the top of her spine when she rolled onto her stomach. Julia counted the freckles on my back, kissing each one that she found. Sleep pulled at both of us, and though the heavy drag of rest was welcome after the last few days, I withheld, finding something new on her that I’d never noticed before. The delicate furl of her belly button, or the way the skin underneath her ear felt like silk.

She talked about her life in Connecticut, and I spoke of mine during the time we were apart. Her eyelids started falling sometime around two a.m. and I watched her fight sleep. I rolled to my side and gathered her in my arms, fitting her head underneath my chin while our legs stayed intertwined. Her breathing evened out despite the tangle that our bodies were in, and all I could do was lay there and breathe her in, the sweet scent of nothing but happiness, contentedness that I never thought I’d feel.

Loving her was something I knew I’d do for the rest of my life, but feeling her in my arms again, knowing she was truly mine, was almost too much to wrap my mind around.

“I can feel you thinking,” she muttered into my chest.

I smiled and nuzzled the side of her head. “Go back to sleep.”

Julia pulled her head back so she could see me, and she was so adorably rumpled, so thoroughly loved by me over the last few hours that my heart expanded yet again. “What are you thinking about?”

“What a woman thing to ask,” I teased and then yelped when she pinched my nipple. “Ouch.”

“Don’t be an ass.”

My laughter came from the very edge of my soul, the part that only ever belonged to her. I sobered quickly and placed a light kiss on her lips. “I’m thinking that I love you.”

She smiled up at me. “Don’t you want to know what I’m thinking too?”

“Always,” I murmured after another soft kiss.

“I’m thinking loving you is the greatest thing I’ve ever had the privilege of doing, and every single day, I cannot wait to show you.”

Her arms wrapped more tightly around my back, and that’s exactly how we finally fell asleep.


Twenty-Four

Julia




One week later

Cole watched me from the bathroom, his toothbrush still on its two-minute cycle and his lips covered with toothpaste. I pointed a finger at him when I saw the judgment in his eyes. “Don’t you look at me like that. I’ll find it eventually.”

His brush turned off and he spit into the sink. “You could always unpack the rest of your boxes. Maybe you’d find your noisemaker.”

“I wouldn’t need my noisemaker if your ceiling fan didn’t make that annoying clicking noise that keeps me up.” So maybe I passive aggressively mumbled that while I dug into my third box that morning. Hence the reason I didn’t hear Cole sneak up behind me and lay a toothpaste-filled kiss on my cheek. I laughed and pushed him away. “Gross! Go wipe your mouth.”

He smacked my ass before he walked back into the bathroom. “Your wish is my command.”

“Ick.” I wiped the last of the toothpaste off my cheek, but couldn’t wipe the smile off my face. Happiness felt like a stupidly insufficient word for our life since I’d stormed his house and moved my stuff in. I still spent the bulk of my days with Brooke while he was at work, but every night we ate dinner together, watched a movie or played a game before spending hours in bed before any sleep was had.

Yeah. Hours.

All those Cosmopolitan articles that talked about sexual prime being in the mid-thirties were so freaking right. Unpacking came far, far down the list of ways that I wanted to spend my time now that I was back with Cole. We were existing on this insanity-filled plane of bliss that I didn’t even know was possible prior to the past seven days.

Except for one thing. The subject of kids still hadn’t exactly come up.

Birth control was never a topic for us. Accidental pregnancy was too wildly optimistic, and I mean, we’d only ever slept with each other. But it’s not like we needed to watch out for anything. And neither of us had broached it yet.

My phone rang from the kitchen, and I stood up with groan. Stupid inner thighs had been sore allllll week.

Cole winked at me from the bathroom when he saw me wince. I rolled my eyes. Men.

“Hey,” I said to Brooke when I answered.

“So umm, remember when I told you that you didn’t need to hurry over this morning?”

“Yeah.” I wedged the phone in between my shoulder and my ear so I could pour myself some coffee.

“I’m officially retracting that.”

I set the coffee pot down when I finally registered the sharp edge of panic in her voice. “Brooke?”

“My water totally just broke,” she cried.

“Oh shit,” I yelled and slammed my mug on the counter. “Okay! I’m coming. Are you having contractions?”

Cole came from the bathroom with a worried look on his face. I waved him off and ran to get my purse.

“A few, but they’re irregular,” she answered tightly. “Like, now, ow, ow, ow. But it’s been about seven minutes since the last one.”

I pulled my keys out and ignored Cole when he yelled my name. “Brooke’s in labor,” I yelled over my shoulder and yanked open the door into the garage. He ran after me and snatched my elbow. “What?”

“You’re not wearing pants,” he said with a soft smile.

Dazedly, I looked down and oh yup, sure enough, no pants. Just a t-shirt and hot pink socks. “Brooke, I’ll leave here in thirty seconds. Do you think you can wait for me to pick you up or do you want to call an ambulance?”

She hissed out a breath while I yanked some yoga pants on and slipped some shoes on my feet. Thank the Lord I had a bra on already. Cole shoved my keys in my hand and dropped a kiss on my head when I ran past him and into the garage.

“Drive safe,” he yelled. “Call me when you know anything.”

I darted back through the garage door and pulled the phone away from my ear. “I love you.”

He smiled. “I love you too.”

“Oh, vomit,” Brooke said in my ear, voice tight with pain. “Can you just get here already?”

The normally fifteen-minute drive took me eleven with some seriously questionable driving, and I was completely out of breath by the time I got to her bedroom and helped her out of bed, snatched the hospital bag that hallelujah, she’d had the foresight of putting together after her ultrasound last week. Apparently passing the thirty-two-week mark was some of sort of magic when it came to the whole gestation thing.

Brooke sat in the passenger seat and then looked up at me with horror. “Should we put a towel down?”

“What?”

“Do you know how to get amniotic fluid stains out of upholstery? It cannot be easy.”

I slammed her door shut and ran around the front of my car. She yelled something about the front door and I looked back in exasperation. Sure enough, the front door was still standing wide open. I locked it from the inside and jogged back to the car.

“Oh my word, I’m out of shape,” I wheezed while I threw the car in reverse and peeled down the driveway.

“You shouldn’t be, with all the make-up sex you’re having,” Brooke said on a laugh.

“Shut up. Shouldn’t you be panting through your pain or something?”

Her breathing picked up, and she gave me a panicked look when we got a red light. “Oh holy shit, Julia. I don’t have a room ready! Where the hell am I going to put them?”

I reached out to pat her leg. “It’s okay. We’ve got plenty of time. Plenty of time.”

She looked at me with something akin to horror, and then we both burst out laughing.

Everything for the next couple hours was a complete blur. Triage was a bustle of measurements and monitors and them shoving an IV up Brooke’s hand while she cursed so vilely that my ears actually blistered. The labor and delivery room that they wheeled her up to was larger than I expected, and in short order, she was moaning and writhing on the narrow bed, hooked up to more wires than I thought possible.

I kept her forehead covered with a damp cloth and generally tried not to piss her off.

“Oh my hell on earth,” she gasped while I watched the little chart thingy that tracked her contractions. “I can’t do this.”

“Yes, you can,” I said firmly. “The nurse is going to check in five minutes, and if you’re past five centimeters, you can have the epidural if you want it.”

As the words came out of my mouth, the smiling nurse came in and Brooke practically levitated off the bed. “Please, please, please for the love of all things holy, send the drug man in here.”

There were veins popping in her forehead and I watched with wide-eyed wonder as the nurse went about her duties, completely unruffled by the possessed woman crunching my hand to tiny little bits. Luckily for Brooke, she was able to get the epidural, and twenty minutes later, after the very nice woman with the very big needle left the room, my sister was actually smiling again.

“I feel like I’m on vacation right now,” she said with a blissed-out smile.

I looked up from my phone after sending Cole and Mom an update. “Good.” My mom responded quickly, and I read it out loud to Brooke. “Looking at flights now, tell Brooke we’ll get there as soon as we can.”

She rolled her eyes. “Is it bad that I’m totally fine with the fact that it will take them at least twenty-four hours to get here?”

After tucking my phone back in my pocket, I lifted her cup of ice chips back up to her, and she waved them off. “Nope. I can understand that.”

“Can I ask you something now that I’m feeling human again?”

“Of course.”

Brooke watched the heart rate monitor for a moment and then glanced at me. “I meant to ask you this after the ultrasound last week, but it got too sappy too fast.” She swallowed and ran her hands over her belly. Her huge, huge belly. “Will you be their godmother?”

“Oh, Brooke,” I leaned forward and laid my hands over hers. “Of course I will.”

“I can’t think of anyone else that I’d trust with my kids if something were to happen to me.” She blinked rapidly when a tear streaked down her temple and into her hairline. “I’m going to change my will next week, if you’re okay with that. Make sure everything is in writing.”

I could see her heart rate increase as she said it and I made a soothing noise before I stood and kissed her forehead. “You’re going to outlive me by a long, long time. But you know that you don’t even have to ask, right?”

She nodded and her eyes cleared. “Thanks, sis.”

I kept one hand on her belly while her attention turned toward the TV on the opposite end of the room and I wondered at the little humans still inside of her. They weren’t mine. How would I feel about them once I could hold them, kiss them, feel their little fingers curve around mine?

It made me feel inexplicably nervous. But I shouldn’t have been.

Two hours later, and coming into the world one minute apart, I held my sisters’ hand while we both sobbed as they laid the two most perfect little goop-covered lumps on her chest. The babies were whisked away almost immediately by nurses who washed them, weighed them, listened to their hearts and wrapped them into tight little bundles. Brooke wept in the bed, and I tried to wipe the tears off both of our faces.

“Did you see them?”

“I did,” I whispered. “They are perfect. Just like I told you they would be.”

“Here you go, momma. Can you handle them both for a minute?” one of the nurses asked.

Brooke nodded frantically, and I backed up so I could take a picture. In each arm, Brooke held an impossibly small bundle. I could barely see their faces above the blankets, and Brooke wept softly while she stared down at them.

“I don’t know which is which,” she cried and we all laughed.

“Blue hat is probably the boy,” I said quietly.

“Oh yeah.” Brooke sniffed and looked between them again. She gently lifted the arm that held the little pink hat. “Do you want to meet your niece?”

My heart pounded frantically in my chest while I put my phone away and then slipped my hands oh-so-carefully underneath the tiny little body. I cradled her against my chest and caught my first glimpse of her face.

And I was dead.

Poof. Just like that.

This was love at first sight. My heart exploded in a messy burst, and she was only half of the duo that I got to love now.

“Hello, beautiful girl,” I whispered, staring in awe at the perfect curve of her lips, exactly like Brooke’s. “Did your momma give you a name yet?”

“Piper Julia,” Brooke said and I snapped my head up to stare at her.

“Really?” I asked, completely overcome. Oh, I’d be covered in snot for the next twenty-four hours at this rate.

She nodded and then smiled down at the other. “And this is Jacob Marcus.”

I smiled at her nod to Dad, but also at her break from tradition. “Perfect.”

The nurses took the babies for some more tests to make sure that everything was as it should be, and in a daze, I wandered down the hallways so that Brooke could get some sleep. I found myself heading toward the glass-lined wall of the nursery when I saw a wonderfully familiar tall, broad-shouldered frame staring in at the babies.

“Hey,” I said softly.

He turned with a smile, wrapped me in his arms, and I cried at how happy I was.

“Is that them?”

I pulled back and wiped at my face, pointed at the two nurses in the back of the room that were checking out the twins. “Piper Julia and Jacob Marcus. Not even a combined eight pounds between the two of them.”

“Amazing,” he answered in a hushed, reverent tone. Cole wrapped an arm around my shoulder and drew me against him. “How’s Brooke?”

“Good,” I said absently and watched the women laugh and coo over my two new precious bundles. They better have washed their hands. Oh my word, I was losing it. “Do you know what terrifies me?”

“What?”

“I’d already kill for them.”

Cole laughed, but quickly sobered when he saw my face. “Baby, what’s wrong?”

I hiccupped out a sob. “I’m not even joking. Like, if someone tried to hurt them, I think I’d commit murder. And I’ve only known them for like fifteen minutes.”

I collapsed in his arms, and he held me wordlessly while my mind raced. He didn’t ask me what was wrong, just held me while I cried and when I finally pulled back, he wiped the tears off my face with a small smile. “Okay?”

Even though talking did not seem wise considering my current mental state, I took a deep breath and said the first thing that came into my head. “I think I was afraid I couldn’t really love a baby if it wasn’t ours.”

Cole’s mouth dropped open, and he looked beyond my shoulder before steering us to a small couch in an alcove. “Julia, what are you talking about?”

I sniffled, wiping under my nose with the back of my hand. Sobs caught in my chest and I had to actively try to breathe around them. “I ... I don’t think I ever realized it before, but ... but I think I was afraid that if we adopted a child, I’d,” I pressed a hand to my chest to make sure I wasn’t dying, and then looked up at him again. His eyes were so soft, so full of love, that even more tears fell. My insides were cracking, everything from the last few hours spilling out of me in uncontrollable waves. “What if we’d gone through with everything and they put this perfect little baby in my arms and I didn’t feel love for it? I would’ve hated myself, Cole. I think ... I think I was so afraid of that happening, of what would happen to us if it did, that ... that,” I hiccupped and he tucked me into his chest without hearing another word out of me.

“Shhh,” he whispered into my head while I cried myself out into his shirt. “It’s okay. I’m right here.”

His hand on my back moved in soothing circles, never ceasing, never slowing. He didn’t pry, and he didn’t push. There was no judgment in his eyes when I pulled back and attempted an embarrassed smile. “Sorry, I don’t really know where that came from.”

“Hey,” he cupped my chin and gave me a soft kiss. “Don’t apologize for something like that. I think we needed that to happen, yeah?”

I shrugged my shoulders, feeling like I had a bowling ball strapped to my head from all the crying, all the emotion. “When I saw her, saw Piper...” I trailed off and shook my head. “I loved her so much, I almost felt like I could die from it.” I looked up at him. “I don’t know why, but it took me by surprise, I think. At how much I did.”

“Good,” he said. “It doesn’t surprise me though. You love so easily, Julia. But if that’s not a path that you’re ready to go down, then we won’t. Simple as that. I love you, and with Brooke’s babies and your crazy-ass parents coming back, we have plenty to keep us busy. Whatever you want to do.”

“Really?” I sniffled and wiped under my eyes.

“Really.” He cupped the side of my face. “We can do this whatever way we want, but all that matters at the end of the day is that we have each other. That’s all I need to be happy.”

“Right now, I think that’s all I need too.” I sighed and leaned my forehead into his chest. “You’re too good to me.”

“I know,” he agreed.

I pinched the skin on his side and he laughed.

He nodded to where the nurses were wheeling the twins back down the hallway. “Want to follow them? I’d like to meet these little people who made my wife into a crazy person.”

I laughed and then drew back. “Your wife? Getting a little ahead of yourself, aren’t you?”

He kissed me again and then whispered against my lips, “You’re my soul, Julia. My wife. You’ll never not be a part of me.”

The same thing he said to me the day we got married. The first time. We walked back to Brooke’s room hand in hand, and I had a strong suspicion that we might not be able to wait much longer to get back to that courthouse.

I didn’t care if we had a big wedding, or just the two of us in front of the same judge as last time.

All that mattered was that we had each other. Everything else was just details.


Epilogue


Julia



Six weeks later

“You think it’s enough?” I asked Brooke, turning and looking over my shoulder in the mirror. The simple ivory dress fit snugly against my body, the deep V in the back showing almost my entire spine.

She looked up from where she was nursing Piper on a couch in the family restroom at the courthouse. “I think it’s sexy as hell, Julia. Hottest bride I’ve ever seen.” She paused and raised her eyebrows. “Again.”

My hair was swept up in a complicated twist of braids and curls that Brooke had slaved over that morning. This time around, Cole went full-on traditions. I’d spent the night at Brooke’s and hadn’t seen him since the day before. Outside of the restroom where Brooke and I finished getting ready, Cole was waiting with Dylan and Kat, Tristan and Michael. Garrett and Rory were out there too, the newly married Mr. And Mrs. Calder. They went in a similar route when it came to tying the knot, a simple ceremony in front of a handful of people.

There was a knock on the door, and Brooke called out that it was occupied.

“It’s Rory.”

I leaned over and unlocked the heavy wooden door, and she popped her head in. “You’re almost up. Only one couple in front of you guys.”

“Thanks, Rory,” I said. She winked and shut the door.

“Nervous?” Brooke asked while she wrapped a sleeping Piper back into her muslin blanket and laid her in the front seat of the double stroller that took about half of the room.

I smiled at Piper and Jacob, both sleeping soundly. “Not in the slightest.”

She hugged me after she stood up. “Good. Let’s go do this.”

After one last look in the mirror, I smiled and held the door open for Brooke. Maneuvering the stroller deftly, I saw her smile widen when she looked into the hallway.

The swarm of butterflies took flight, and suddenly, all I wanted to do was run to Cole, who I couldn’t even see yet. Brooke looked back at me and gave me a comically wide-eyed look. He looks hot, she mouthed.

My small bouquet of bright blue forget-me-nots was still sitting on the bathroom counter, tied with a simple white ribbon. The door had swung closed again, and I knew Cole was waiting for me, but I took a moment of quiet to reflect on the magnitude of what we were about to do.

There would be no tears today, I’d spent all of those in the days and weeks leading up to the moment he proposed to me again, which really was the same quiet, reverent mood that we were invoking today. He found my ring in a box while he was helping me unpack, and while I was sleeping, he woke me up by sliding the ring back on my finger.

Those were the last tears I shed, while I kissed him, whispered yes against his mouth, even though it was a mere formality for us at that point. I picked up the small bundle of flowers and pressed them to my face, the fragrance of the vibrant flowers filling my heart with the sweetest sense of peace.

Our future wasn’t something that scared me anymore. The unknowns were things that we were going to face head-on, by each other’s side. Our family would be complete someday. We agreed to one more round of IUI, then we were going to try our hand fostering a newborn, no matter what the outcome of the procedure was. I’d already printed out the information we needed to get the process going, and the prospect excited me unbearably.

Another knock came from the other side of the door, and this time, I knew it was Cole.

Instead of calling him in, I took a deep breath and opened the door. Except it wasn’t Cole, it was Michael, nervously tugging at his tie.

“Hi,” I said with a confused smile. “Can I help you?”

“Cole is waiting in the courtroom.”

He looked so uncomfortable, that I reached out and grabbed his hand. “You okay?”

“No,” he said and rolled his broad shoulders. “Do you need someone to give you away?”

My mouth fell open and I laughed under my breath. “What?”

Michael squinted past me at the door and then finally met my eyes. “I heard Brooke tell Rory that your parents aren’t here. And I didn’t want you to feel like shit if you didn’t have anyone to walk you down the aisle. Or whatever it’s called in a courtroom.” He took a deep breath and held out his arm for me. “So, I’d be honored to give you away if that’s something that’s important to you.”

Warmth settled whatever nervous anticipation had sprung up during my quiet moment in the bathroom. I smiled at him and hooked my hand through his elbow. “Michael, that is probably the sweetest gift you could give me today.”

I leaned up and kissed him on the cheek. His face flamed and he cleared his throat uncomfortably.

“You’ll make someone very happy someday,” I told him, unbearably touched by his gesture, even though I would have been fine if he hadn’t made it.

“Well, whatever you do, don’t go spreading that around.”

I laughed and he finally seemed to breathe easier.

“Shall we?” he asked, and I nodded quickly.

We walked into the courtroom, the stiff material of Michael’s suit clutched underneath my fingers like a lifeline. As soon as we turned the corner, and I saw him waiting for me with a wide smile on his handsome face, my fingers relaxed, my heart sped up, and it took everything in me not to sprint directly to Cole.

His gray suit, white shirt and bright red tie only got the barest of glances, because I couldn’t look away from his face, his eyes that glowed with so much happiness, I knew I’d cry before everything was said and done.

But I didn’t.

We said our simple vows, part prayer of thanks, part lifelong promise, every word coming straight from our hearts. And when Cole wrapped me in his arm and sealed it with a deep kiss that I felt into my toes, I knew that there wasn’t a single thing that we couldn’t get through, if we were together.

Cole kissed the skin underneath my ear while our friends clapped and whistled, and then he whispered against my hair, “I’d wait another hundred years just to be able to be standing here right now.”

I pulled back and cupped the side of his face, and smiled. “If you live another hundred years, then you’re spending it with me.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

We held hands and left the courtroom, ready to start our lives together.

Again.
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Check out the rest of the Bachelors of the Ridge. They’re each standalone reads and FREE in Kindle Unlimited.

Grab Michael next HERE.

Then don’t forget to read Dylan, Garrett, and Tristan’s love story too!
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One

Michael




“I’m not grumpy,” Tristan said in a decidedly grumpy voice, keeping his eyes trained at the TV mounted on the wall of the bar. A man of few words, my older brother was, but considering we lived together and worked together, I could read the non-verbals. Actually, consider me an aficionado of non-verbals.

Example one: The way he let out a long deep sigh when our waitress lingered at the table too long.

Example two: His hands tightened around his pint glass when I did something to make her laugh.

Example three: The slight shift in his seat when she brushed her shoulder against him. Or me.

Of course, she brushed her shoulder against mine more often, because I was reciprocating her attention.

In the humblest way possible, I could honestly say that one of my greatest talents in life was dealing with women. Granted, I wasn’t the manwhore that my friends thought I was. Think of me as the perpetual flirt, the guy who’s standing in front of all the candy bins in the grocery store and wants to take a small piece from every single bin. It didn’t make sense to me to just pick one thing, one sweet to let melt on your tongue.

What if I wanted something sour today? Something to make the edge of my jaws tighten with the delicious twinge. But I couldn’t live on that one sweet for my entire life. It didn’t make me fickle, not in my mind. Variety was a beautiful thing, especially if you didn’t gorge on it to excess. Some pieces of candy made me dip my hand back in a time or two, bring someone home when I might normally not. But for the most part, I just enjoyed enjoying.

She came back, leaning against our high-top table in a way that made her black shirt gap, and I kept my eyes on her face, never straying for a second. She liked that, I could tell in the way her eyes brightened by my gentlemanly attention.

“Can I get you guys anything else?” One deep dimple popped out in her tan cheek when she smiled.

Tristan gave a pointed glance down at our practically full pint glasses, but she missed it. Probably because she was still staring right at me.

“I think we’re all set on drinks,” I gave a pointed look at her strategically placed nametag, “Makayla. Thank you.” Then I leaned in, and she mirrored me, so close to me now that I could smell the sweet tang of her perfume. “But there is something that would make me very happy. Can you help me with that?”

Her eyelids blinked a few times and she sucked in a quick breath. “I’d love to.”

Tristan coughed into his hand and I ignored him, keeping my attention completely on her.

I leaned forward even further, and her eyes flicked down to my mouth. “It would make me so happy if you could change the channel on that TV. My brother hates baseball and he’d really love to get caught up on House Hunters.”

She breathed out a laugh and cut a glance to Tristan, whose jaw had just hardened imperceptibly. When he turned hard eyes at me, I knew he was imagining ways to duct tape my mouth shut.

“Sure thing.” Then she turned, walking with slow, deliberate steps that made her hips sway nicely. She winked at me after she did indeed flip the channel to HGTV.

I kept my eyes trained on the screen while I felt Tristan’s eyes bore into me.

“Don’t,” he said.

My eyes widened innocently when I turned my attention to him. “Don’t what?”

He lifted one eyebrow and turned his stool so he could see one of the other TVs that was still showing the Rockies’ game, given that he did love baseball and the first weekend in October meant that it was the last regular season game, but I knew he wasn’t referring to that.

Tristan turned his pint glass on the cardboard coaster it was resting on and held my stare. My brother used the minimum amount of words in any given day, just another one of our many differences. Of course, we had similarities. Our height, the darker shade of our hair--even though his brushed his shoulders when it wasn’t pulled back, and mine was cropped close, the shape to our eyes and the way we smiled.

The physical. That was it.

After another long moment, Tristan turned back to the game and I swallowed a laugh.

Because he caved first and looked away, I lifted a hand to flag down our server. Tristan’s long, slow exhale made me smile widely. This time, instead of leaning against the table opposite of me, she sidled up next to me and her arm brushed mine, her skin soft and warm from where we touched.

“What can I help you with, Michael?” she asked me, her green eyes bright and kind.

“The bill,” Tristan said gruffly and she blinked over at him in surprise.

When her face dropped, I sent a quick, annoyed look his way and then smiled back at her. “Please. He meant to say please. My brother has the manners of a rabid wolf that’s stuck in a rusty trap.”

She laughed a little, giving me a grateful smile. “No problem. I’ll be right back with that. One check or two?”

“One, please,” I told her. “That way I can make sure you get the tip you deserve.”

Before she walked away, she gave me a quick wink, which caused Tristan to make a small sound of disgust under his breath, don’t even ask me how he saw it. I rolled my eyes when I looked back at him.

“You really didn’t want to do lunch today, did you?” I asked.

He sighed. Uh-oh, back to example one. “It’s not that. I just don’t like being guilt-tripped. About pretty much anything.”

I smiled into my beer, tipped my chin up in thanks when the waitress dropped off the black leather folder with our bill in it. “It’s Mom,” I told him when she walked away again. “That’s her thing.”

The slight lift in his eyebrows was a tacit agreement. Actually, Tristan was the reason I was so good at reading people, why I was a veritable human sponge when it came to the stuff happening around me. People were shocked when I read shit accurately. Yes, the funny guy can also be observant, can be people-smart.

While Tristan finished the last of his beer, I pulled out my wallet and tucked enough cash into the folder to include a generous tip. Written on the receipt in pretty cursive, was Marie (555-0733). Call me if you’re ever in the area again! I stood from the table first, and winked at the waitress, who flipped her long blonde hair over her shoulder and smiled sweetly.

We were quiet on the drive home, something that didn’t really bother me. While Tristan didn’t like the guilt trip of heading out to the modest ranch house where we’d grown up, I made it a point to go see our mom at least once a week.

When we were younger, I was the one who noticed the lines of strain around her eyes, the wrinkle in her forehead that seemed tattooed there from the stress of raising two boys on her own. And when your older brother has the conversational skills of a cardboard box, it doesn’t take long to figure out how to overcompensate. If my mom laughed or smiled, it was because I’d done something to make it happen.

Tristan leaned forward and switched off the radio in his truck, even though we were a solid five minutes away from the house we’d lived in for the last eight years. The silence yawned between us while he turned into our neighborhood. When he got out of the truck and shut the door with more force than was necessary, I stayed in the truck for a few minutes, mimicking that I was about to bang my head against the dashboard.

My options were to follow him into the house and continue dealing with his broody ass, or go across the street to our friends Cole and Julia’s house. When the scream of a guitar riff came from inside the house, my choice was pretty damn easy. Instead of letting him know where I was going, I just got out of the truck and walked across the street, knowing they’d be okay with the unannounced interruption, mainly because Julia, my friend Cole’s wife, absolutely adored me.

When I rapped my knuckles against the glossy black front door, I briefly considered just walking in. The only thing holding me back is if I was greeted by Cole’s bare ass, I’d never recover.

Julia opened the door with a wide smile. “Well, if it isn’t our favorite neighbor.”

“Speak for yourself,” Cole called from his seat on the couch, not sparing me a glance.

I leaned in and gave Julia a peck on the cheek. She was a beautiful woman, graceful and tall, which was good because Cole was a giant at six foot six. I mean, when another dude could make me feel short, and I was just shy of six two, that was saying something.

Julia patted my shoulder and turned around. “Come on in. Whatcha got going on today?”

While she snuggled next to Cole on the couch, I helped myself to a bottle of water from the fridge. “Tristan is extra moody and my eardrums were going to pay the price.”

Cole looked over at me as I took a seat across from them. “Isn’t he always moody?”

“Quiet, yes. Not always moody.”

He thought about that and then nodded. “Well, you’re welcome to hang out until we leave in a bit. After that, you’re on your own.” Julia smiled up at him and rested her chin on his shoulder. Cole looked down at her with the kind of mopey expression that I’d normally make fun of, but it was almost like … I couldn’t with them.

“What are you guys doing?” I asked after I took a sip of water and tried to not look like a creeper.

Julia grinned at Cole before turning her face toward me. “Cole is taking me to a movie. He’s been trying to get out of seeing it, but I made him swear under duress that we’d go.”

I winced when I tried to imagine how she could have done that, and Julia laughed. “I really don’t need to know more.”

Cole laughed and wrapped an arm around Julia’s shoulders, dropped a kiss on top of her head. “No, you really don’t.”

“I saw you and Tristan leave earlier,” she said.

“Yeah, we had lunch at our mom’s. She likes to see both of us if we have a weekend free.”

Julia smiled. “She was so sweet the one time I met her.”

I laughed and scratched the side of my face. “Yeah, I think she’s a lot sweeter now that Tristan and I can fend for ourselves. We were certainly a handful for her when we were growing up.”

Cole knew about our dad bugging out when I was young, so he just squeezed Julia’s shoulder when she made a sympathetic humming noise. “That couldn’t have been easy on her.”

Just like it normally did when I thought about my mom juggling two jobs, stretching her grocery budget so that we could make it until her next payday, I felt a rock in the bottom of my gut. Tristan and I weren’t rich guys, we couldn’t afford to buy her a huge new house or allow her to quit her job, but at least now, we were able to be responsible for ourselves. Her forehead had smoothed out over the last few years, no more permanent stress lines, just a desire to spend time with us when we could manage it.

“It wasn’t,” I told her.

Cole and Julia didn’t have kids, though I knew they were trying. And the way Julia’s face clouded over a little bit, I knew she was probably thinking about one of two things. Either she was trying to put herself in my mom’s shoes, or about her sister, Brooke.

Brooke was also a single mother to two kids, thanks to a similar situation as my mom. The guy just up and walked out. I’d only met Brooke a handful of times, but she was pretty fricken cool, which automatically put him in Grade A douchebag territory.

Julia gave me a small wink when she realized I was watching her. Her eyes cleared up and she pushed a smile on her face before she spoke. “Helping Brooke has given me a little glimpse into what it must be like, but I can’t imagine how strong your mom must have been to raise you guys on her own. Did she have help?”

I was about to answer when Julia’s cell phone went off. She picked it up and frowned.

“What is it?” Cole asked.

“Brooke. I guess she had a client text her that she had an emergency and needs Brooke’s help.” Julia’s brows scrunched in on her face. “She wants to know if I can help with the twins.”

“A hair emergency?” Cole asked skeptically.

Julia shook her head and laughed under her breath. “I know. I guess this is one of her best clients though.”

“So, no movie then?” Cole sounded so hopeful that I snickered under my breath.

But Julia looked torn. She stared at her husband, and it was like I wasn’t in the room. Not in a weird way, but in a way that I knew they were actually comfortable around me. Instead of staring, I turned my attention to the TV.

Julia spoke quietly, but I could hear her just fine. “I don’t think it’ll be in theaters past next week. Is it wrong if I ask her to see if the neighbor lady can help?”

The face of one of our neighbors growing up flashed through my head, her disapproving frown when my mom needed help … yet again. Suddenly, I was speaking up before I even knew what I was saying.

“I’ll go.”

Cole and Julia turned to me in tandem, both of their jaws going slack.

I squirmed in my seat. “What? I can. You guys have plans already. Besides, Brooke and I get along just fine.”

Okay, so I hadn’t seen a whole lot of Brooke since Cole and Julia got married, when her twins were about six weeks old. She didn’t look like Julia, she was shorter, slimmer and with much darker hair. Yeah, Brooke--aside from the pregnant and slightly complicated life situation--would have been exactly the kind of woman that appealed to me. Snarky and feisty, with a dry humor that made me laugh easily, Brooke didn’t remind me of any other woman I’d ever met. And I liked that about her.

Beyond that though, I knew, from the other side, exactly what she was going through. So, I nodded and met their surprised faces head-on.

“Don’t look so shocked.” I stood and stretched, feeling a tingle of excitement at seeing Brooke again, even if I was heading over to play babysitter. I mean, how hard could it be to manage a couple almost-one-year-olds for an hour or two? “Just tell her help is on the way.”


Two

Brooke




I’d learned a lot about the practice of mindfulness in the last year since I found myself pregnant with twins and my ex-boyfriend started channeling his inner Cheryl Strayed. It was what helped me cope many a night when I thought I would be taken under by all the things I stressed about as a single mother. And it was complete, utter bullshit in moments such as the one I was currently experiencing.

Take a deep breath in, I imagined the little app on my phone saying to me. Let it out through your mouth, relax your muscles as the air leaves your body. Focus on your fingers. Are they relaxed? Let the air flow through your fingers.

The only finger that I was currently using was my middle one, aimed at the wall. On the other side of that wall was my main bathroom. Inside of that bathroom was my biggest client. Also, my biggest pain in the ass client. Yes, it was entirely possible for them to be the same thing.

Monica St. James was a serial dater. She was also a serial day-drinker. Everything was an emergency with her, especially under the influence of the wine coolers she loved. So on a Saturday, when I wasn’t working at the salon, and she had someone swipe right on Tinder, the state of her roots became a capital E, fire engine red, sirens blaring emergency.

I’d said no. I’d said that I didn’t have anyone to watch my twins, Piper and Jacob. But then she called. And started crying, promising me that she’d never do it again, and that she’d tip me huge. Those were her exact words.

“Oh, Brooke, you’re just the only person I’d trust with my hair. And I’ll tip you huge. Huge. Like, you could hire a nanny huge.”

That was before she showed up buzzed, my children decided that they were going to empty all the books from the bookshelves in the family room, and I realized I had crusted spit-up in my hair. Monica was singing in the bathroom, off-key and definitely off-beat, while I changed Piper’s diaper. Her fourth poopy diaper of the day, not that I was counting.

Piper cooed at me and I smiled. She had the same dark brown hair as me, and the same dark chocolate eyes. Sometimes I couldn’t believe she was mine. That I had two healthy, wonderful children who were always excited to see me when I walked back in the room. Like dogs. Except messier and louder and a helluva lot more expensive.

“Brooooooke,” Monica sang from the bathroom. “Are you coming?”

“In a minute!” I yelled, then cursed under my breath while Piper tried to roll over mid-wipe. “Where the eff are you, Julia?”

“Ju Ju Ju Ju,” Piper babbled happily.

“Yeah, topolina, Auntie Julia will be here any minute.” I pulled Piper up and made sure she had her feet under her. My hands stayed by her while she wobbled, but then she grabbed the edge of the couch and took off. Behind me, there was a crash and Jacob started wailing. The whimper that came out of me was automatic, a sound of emotional surrender that I was very used to making the last ten months.

The first few months of motherhood were a sleep-deprived blur, a never-ending cycle of feeding and changing and cleaning bottles and falling face-first into bed for the blissful moments that they both slept. If it hadn’t been for my sister Julia and her husband Cole stepping up to help me, Lord have mercy, even my mom, I’d probably be rocking in a corner in a padded cell somewhere. And in times like this, when—despite my sarcasm-laced front, my deeply embedded Italian roots that allowed me to curse creatively in front of my tiny, innocent children—I was unable to say no to the drunk woman in my bathroom, I knew I could count on my big sister to come and save my ass.

Just as I was standing up to go check on Jacob, there was a tentative knock on the door.

“Julia, just come on in,” I called, leaning down to scoop up Jacob, who was just sniffling a little now. “What’s the matter, boo bear? Did you conk your head?”

I ran my hands over the soft, downy strands of hair on top of his head, a lighter shade than mine and Piper’s. He nuzzled into my shoulder and I rubbed a hand over his back, the solid warmth of him calming the tsunami waves of stress inside of me. Jacob was my little love bug, the one who always wanted to cuddle me, wrap his chubby arms around my neck, whereas his sister was constantly on the move. Demon child, as I liked to call her affectionately. Couldn’t even really be mad at her, since every single one of her character traits came straight from yours truly. The front door closed, but the steps through my front room weren’t Julia’s, they were heavy and long.

Just as I was contemplating using a kitchen stool as a weapon, the heavy-stepped person walked into the room, and my jaw dropped open.

“Michael,” I said dumbly, like a big dumb idiot. “Wh-what are you doing here?”

Michael Whitfield was the kind of handsome that made me twitchy. It was easier to ignore when I’d been a whale of a pregnant person and he oh-so-kindly informed me that I held no appeal whatsoever to him because I was on the verge of single motherhood. Okay, fine, that wasn’t exactly what he said, but he’d been pretty clear that our relationship was platonic.

He smiled down at me, all straight blinding teeth and dark, scruffy face, the white t-shirt he wore underneath a dark gray hoodie stretched across his leanly muscular chest in a way that made me feel a little sweaty. “I’m the cavalry.”

“You are not.”

His eyebrows lifted at my snappish response, but no, no, nope, all the no in all the world. “I was with Julia when she got your text and they already had plans.”

I shifted Jacob in my arms and he peered around me at the tall, handsome man currently annoying his mommy. Well, he wasn’t annoying me, exactly. But I was annoyed in general and now Michael got to be my scapegoat. Yay for him. “Why didn’t she tell me that?”

Piper waddled over and gripped her chubby hands into Michael’s dark jeans. I was just about to apologize when he leaned over and picked her up with the kind of ease that had me speechless.

Effing speechless.

Me.

Michael clucked his tongue at Piper and she squealed, grabbing the sides of his face in delight. “She didn’t need to tell you. I offered up my services without them asking. Didn’t want them to miss the movie.” He glanced over at me and gave me a crooked smile when Monica started singing again in the bathroom. “Besides, it doesn’t seem like you’re in a position to get picky.”

I huffed and set Jacob down, handing him a block from off the counter. “Fine. This’ll probably take me about an hour and a half. When her color’s setting, I can check in on you.”

He glanced around my house, only lighting briefly on the mess that was just everywhere. “No problem. We’ll have no trouble getting acquainted.”

It chafed, I realized as I walked to the bathroom and started mixing the peroxide for Monica’s highlights while she chattered happily. My pride chafed at this man swooping in and giving me the assistance that I so badly needed. Objectively, I knew that it wasn’t actually different than when Julia helped me. But she was my sister. My blood. She never judged me when I’d gone five days without a shower and I smelled like a frat house after a rave. She didn’t judge me when I broke down crying because I was so bloody tired that I couldn’t see straight. When I called Piper Demon Child after she ripped a chunk of my hair out, she never questioned that I loved my daughter so fiercely that it almost overwhelmed me.

But Michael was different.

He was a man. I rolled my eyes, because obvs. But it was more than that. He was a good looking, charming guy who hit all the usual boxes that I would need checked to feel the stupid butterfly-swooping feeling that I used to get before I met and started dating Kevin.

Monica kept babbling away in the chair, and I painted on the purple goop, wrapped the foils around her hair, like I’d done for years. I barely needed to be awake in order to do highlights, so my brain just kept rattling and wrapping around why it bothered me so much that Michael was the one to play white knight for me.

It wasn’t like I was some man-hater, despite the fact that my boyfriend of years ditched me three weeks after finding out I was not just pregnant, but pregnant with twins. No, I really didn’t hate men at all. Kevin, said ex-boyfriend, was a different story, of course. I’d imagined all sorts of different ways to creatively castrate him if he ever dared show his face again. Maybe part of it was that Michael wasn’t a known entity to me, I didn’t really know much about him at all, actually. Other than he was good friends with my brother-in-law, he stepped up to help a pregnant woman move into her new house when he’d never even met her before, wore a suit exceptionally well, and had a brother with hair more glorious than my own.

That was it.

“You okay, doll?” Monica asked, giving me a curious look in the mirror. Her face looked younger than her forty-four years, probably the product of expensive cosmetic creams and a healthy dose of Botox. While I wrapped the last foil, she took another sip of the wine she’d stashed in her purse.

“Yeah, I’m okay.” I smiled at her and spun the chair around. “Just a little tired.”

She reached forward and patted my hand while I sat on the closed toilet lid. Our knees brushed when she turned the chair to face me more fully, but neither of us went to move. I’d known Monica for so long, and despite the complete lack of respect for my schedule and her unfortunate drinking habits, she was a sweet woman, generous and funny. Which is why I was giving up my Saturday afternoon for her.

“Your babysitter sounded hot.” She waggled her eyebrows at me and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Sshh. He’ll hear you, and Lord knows he does not need his ego boosted.”

“Boyfriend?” Her tone was shameless, as was the gleam in her eyes.

I stood and scoffed. “Absolutely not. He’s about as much boyfriend material as I am model material right now.” Then I shrugged. “He’s just … a friend. Helping me out in a bind.”

Monica had the decency to look chagrined. “Honey, I’m so sorry about that.”

Not sorry enough to not guilt me into doing your hair on my day off, I thought with a mental eye roll. “I know. And it’s fine. I’m the one who said you could come over. I’m just sorry my bathroom isn’t quite up to par with the salon.”

I loved my house. Lovvvvved my house. It was the first place I’d owned, and having my own space for me and my little munchkins wasn’t something I took for granted. But the full bathroom off the kitchen wasn’t exactly ideal for doing someone’s hair, even if it was nice to be under the same roof as my kids while making some extra money.

Monica waved off my apologies and took another drink of her wine. “Did I show you my date’s picture from tonight?”

I laughed and checked under her foil. About ten more minutes and she’d be ready to have it washed. “Yeah. He’s a cutie.”

There were no screams coming from outside the bathroom, and I checked my phone to make sure Michael hadn’t texted me. While I washed out Monica’s hair and used my blow dryer and round brush to style it for her, we talked about mindless things that kept both of us laughing. My mood was so much better as I took Monica’s payment about thirty minutes later. No mindfulness tricks, no alcohol to calm the blood in my veins. Just laughter and a little break from my kids.

She left with a promise to text me when she got home safely, just like I always made her do if she’d had a drink before leaving, and I sank into the black chair. My elbows braced on the armrests and I took a moment to relax before going in search of my offspring and their unexpected babysitter.

Without meaning to, I stared at my tired reflection in the large framed mirror across from me. What did Michael see when he looked at me? I’d already thought about this when it came to Julia, even my parents. They probably felt a certain level of pity for my situation. But they also loved my children ferociously. Even my parents, who were adequate at best for Julia and I, seemed to have discovered a surprising love for my children since they were born.

But they still looked at me saw Brooke Rossi, the girl that climbed out her bedroom window in high school and got her jeans caught on the drain pipe and was subsequently grounded for a month. They saw the girl who moved into a one-bedroom shoebox with her slightly lazy boyfriend as a giant middle finger to her wealthy parents. Yes, I had kids now and I was doing it by myself, but they still saw Brooke.

Michael was a different category though. A handful of years older than my twenty-five, but still in the same checkbox on a survey, if I had to guess. My fingers dragged across the dark circles under my eyes, the skin free of makeup and my hair devoid of product (unless you considered spit up product, which I did not, thank you very much, Piper) and clothes only a half-hearted attempt at cute when I realized I couldn’t convince Monica to stay away. If he’d met me two years ago, he’d have seen the Brooke that didn’t take any shit, the Brooke that rocked out to Florence & the Machine at a red light, no matter how many people could hear my awful singing.

Now he was seeing Brooke that just wanted to curl up and take a nap, take a shower that lasted long enough for two rounds of shampoo and then get back in bed for ten straight hours. But that was a person he still stepped up to help without any expectations.

So maybe that meant I had a new friend now. Using my toe against the cabinet, I pushed the chair around so I faced the bathroom door. For another minute, I sat there and stared at the wood grain until I heard a happy squawk come from the direction of the twins’ bedroom. My smile was immediate, no matter how insane they made my life, they were mine.

As quietly as I could, I tiptoed down the hallway toward the sound of both of my children laughing. The hardwood floor just to the right of the bedroom door creaked horribly, which I learned the hard way one night when I tried to ninja sneak out of their room after putting them down for naps. Piper’s head had popped back up like a mother effing jack in the box. Little shit. Deftly, I avoided it, and peeked my head around the corner so I could watch what was making them so happy.

And my uterus exploded.

Kablowy.

Michael was laying on the floor of their room, muscular arms stretched out on either side of him. The twins were on each arm, and he took a deep breath, curling them into his body like he was doing a workout with weights, not my squirmy little children. They giggled, one of the most marvelous sounds I’d ever experienced thus far in my life, and started crawling over him when he didn’t extend his arms back out.

“Ugh,” he groaned, oblivious to me watching. “What does your mom feed you? You weigh a ton.”

“Tun tun tun,” Piper chanted, smacking the sides of Michael’s face. He laughed and ruffled the hair on her head.

“Aren’t you a smart little peanut.” He grinned at her, then sputtered when she tried to lay a slobbery kiss over his mouth.

Okay. Girlfriend was not about to start getting more action than her mom.

Devil child, I am telling you.


Three

Michael




Babysitting was harder than I remembered. And that’s probably because I’d never babysat in my entire life. Seventeen seconds after Brooke left me in charge of her offspring, they both stared up at me with these giant eyes and toothless, drool-filled smiles and I felt it. The expectation. All of a sudden, I was supposed to like, entertain them. Watch over them. Make sure they didn’t eat nails or glue or crack their head open on the edge of the fireplace.

How the ever-loving hell did Brooke make it through every single day without a panic attack?

Anything could happen to them. Anything.

Jacob crawled over to me and started smacking his chubby little hands on the tops of my steel-toed boots. My dirt covered, steel-toed boots. Could kids get e. Coli from my boots?

Those had come off first, much to his disappointment.

I hadn’t been to Brooke’s house since the day we all helped her move in, but I did remember which direction the bedrooms were in, so I hefted one kid under each arm and wandered down the hallway until I found the right one. I mean, that was probably the safest place for them, right?

If there was a room in the house that was the least likely that they’d get electrocuted or choke or get a concussion, it had to be their bedroom. The set-up had made me smile. Two bright white cribs flanked each wall, painted a neutral gray. Above each crib, Brooke had painted their names, Piper in bright aqua and Jacob in grass green.

She’d had the non-descript carpet pulled up to reveal some hardwood floor that had to be original, given the wood grains and the not-quite-perfect appearance of the varnish on top of it. Before I ended up on the floor doing kid-in-each-arm exercises, I ran my hand along the edge of the hardwood where it met the gray shag rug, a darker color than what she’d chosen for the walls.

In less than a year, she’d made this place hers. Unequivocally.

I knew it before, but when I looked up and saw her standing in the doorway, watching me dodge her daughter’s slobbery attempt at a kiss with bright-eyed amusement, it was even more evident.

While I sat up and eased Piper off of me, I laughed. “She’s a forward little thing.”

Brooke hummed, and the weight of her dark eyes was a heavy stroke along the back of my neck. “That she is.”

“I can’t imagine who she gets that from.”

With a scoff, Brooke came in the room and nudged my shoulder with her leg while she passed me. Jacob squealed happily when she scooped him up and sat in the gray rocking chair in the corner. Brooke lifted him up so she could see his face. “Were you a perfect gentleman, mister?”

His response was to grab a chunk of her dark hair and try to shove it in his mouth. We both laughed, but Brooke’s was tinged with more than a little embarrassment.

“They were great,” I told her truthfully. “You must be ripped as hell carrying them all day long.”

“Aww, is someone going to be sore tomorrow?”

Her teasing made me shake my head, but I was smiling. An easy silence fell between us, punctuated only by the grunts and squeals of the kids. Even though Piper was trying to climb up my back, I watched Brooke kiss along the length of Jacob’s arm. Considering the first time I saw her, she was really, really pregnant, it was no surprise that she was much thinner, even more so than at Cole and Julia’s wedding.

What did surprise me was that despite the obvious signs of tiredness, which I recognized easily, she looked happy. Her eyes, so dark brown that it was hard to decipher her pupils and surrounded by lashes that women would probably pay good money for, were bright and clear. Her forehead wasn’t pinched with worry, no weariness pinched the skin around her lips.

They were good lips, too. Pink and smooth, definitely kissable lips.

Stop it, stop it right now, Michael. If there was one person in my entire life that should be off limits, it’s Brooke.

“Does this happen a lot?” I asked, desperate to get my mind somewhere else.

At the same time, Brooke said, “You really didn’t have any plans today?”

We both laughed, the unexpected awkwardness of talking over each other making her cheeks pink and her smile widen. Why did she have to be so damn pretty?

Brooke tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, a short, fast movement that belied her nerves. “Sorry, go ahead.”

“The hair emergency. Does that happen a lot?”

Brooke closed her eyes and sighed, let Jacob climb off her lap in search of a toy that was underneath one of the cribs. “Not too often,” she said slowly and finally opened her eyes again. They were trained on me, and the intensity behind them tightened the skin on my chest. “I rent a chair at the salon that I work at, so outside of the days that I rent, it’s not available to me.” She shrugged. “It depends on the client, on the day and what I have going on.”

It didn’t seem like she was finished, so I waited, chucking Piper under her chin and making her laugh.

“I don’t mind clients coming here, honestly. It’s just whether someone can help out with the kids last minute.” When she glanced down at Jacob, I couldn’t see her eyes anymore and I felt like she was shuttered. Brooke’s eyes were what gave her away. It wasn’t in the set of her mouth or the fidgeting of her hands, it was her eyes. More than just about anyone I’d ever met.

“You hate having to impose on people.”

Her eyes snapped to me, quiet surprise written all over her face, especially in how her mouth popped into a small ‘o’ shape. She recovered quickly though, her face smoothing out. “Doesn’t everyone?”

“No. I know a lot of people who don’t give any thought to how their actions, their lack of planning, effects someone else.” I raised my eyebrows meaningfully. “Like calling your hairdresser on a Saturday afternoon when she’s got twins and asking for a special favor that puts her in a shitty position.”

Brooke’s laugh was husky and slow, like she didn’t mean to let the sound out of her mouth. If she’d caught it earlier, caught it before it slipped past her pink tongue and white teeth, it might have sounded like a harsh exhale. But it didn’t. I wanted to swallow that sound and see what it tasted like.

“Licensed cosmetologist.”

I blinked, wrenching my thoughts far, far away from things like tasting and laughs and lips. “What?”

“Don’t be such a misogynist. I’m a licensed cosmetologist, not a hairdresser.” Her mouth was flat, but her eyes. If she was closer to me, she would’ve reached out and slugged me playfully in the stomach, or smacked the back of my head. Playful Brooke was atomic bomb level dangerous.

I flopped back on the floor with a groan, hand slapped over my heart. “Such big words, I don’t know if I can handle it.”

Piper jabbered away, climbing up over my stomach, which made Brooke laugh again.

“I have to admit, it’s nice just walking out of the appointment and being able to see them.”

“Makes sense. Could you do this stuff more often?” I sat up, tickling the back of Piper’s neck while I did. Piper crawled away from me and headed toward her brother, who was munching away on the corner of a cardboard book.

Brooke scrunched up her face. “I wish. My setup is merda for it. I was able to get away with it today, but after a while, it would be too cramped.”

I twirled my finger in a circle in her direction. “Don’t get crazy with the other languages around me. What’s merda?”

Her lips quirked in a smile and she glanced at the kids before answering. “Shit in Italian. It’s how I manage to swear around them. I figure I’ve got at least another year before they start saying it around my parents and I get in trouble for corrupting the next generations of Rossis.”

I laughed. “Smart. Sorry, I’ll watch my language around them next time.”

This time, her eyes went speculative, weighing and measuring my words like I’d stuffed some hidden meaning into them. I hadn’t. It was just … something you said. It wasn’t that I didn’t have plans to see her again or anything. Then my mind backed up to what she’d said before.

“Did you ever finish that basement?”

Her eyebrows lifted briefly at my blurted-out question. “No, not yet.”

“There’s water hook-up down there, right?”

“Yeah,” she answered slowly. “Why?”

My thumb tapped against my thigh while my brain whirred. “Can I see it?”

“Did you hit the crack pipe while I was downstairs? I hope that’s not the case because I’d have to blacklist you for doing recreational drugs in front of the babies.”

I stood quickly and held out my hand to help her out of the chair. “No drugs, I promise. Just … just havin’ an idea.”

Brooke looked at an imaginary watch on her slim wrist, then glanced back up at me. “No date tonight? I’ve known you long enough to know that your Saturday nights are usually … spoken for.”

My phone had buzzed a couple times, but nothing that interested me. Instead of explaining myself to her, I simply shook my head. “My calendar is wide open.”

Like her question conjured it, my phone buzzed again with an incoming text and Brooke leaned forward to look at it where it was laying on the small end table next to the rocking chair.

Her lips curled up into a smile before she spoke. “Miranda from the doctor’s office is wondering why she hasn’t heard from you in a while.” Brooke quirked an eyebrow when I shifted uncomfortably where I stood in front of her. Taking pity on me, she handed me my phone. Her smile was amused, her eyes not holding the slightest hint of judgment, but I still felt like I’d done something wrong.

No matter that Miranda was someone that I’d shared two drinks with after meeting her in a waiting room, one heated kiss up against the wall of the bar, and some brief text flirtations, but that was it.

“I promise,” I said, holding my hand again. “No dates. I’ve got nothing that’s more important than this.”

After a brief hesitation, Brooke slid her hand into mine. Her fingers were cold and strong around my own, and she let go as soon as she was out of the chair. She set Jacob in Piper’s crib, then hefted her daughter up to place her in there next to her brother, handing them a couple books and a very complicated looking rubber toy/rattle thingy.

“You two play nice for a minute. I need to see what the crazy man is rambling about.”

“After you,” I said, gesturing toward the doorway and choosing not to respond to her dig. I followed Brooke down the hallway and through her kitchen. The bathroom off the kitchen was where she’d done the hair, and I briefly poked my head in to see how she’d done it. There was a small black plastic contraption with a hose running into the bathtub, which must be used for rinsing out the hair, and it was on wheels. But there wasn’t much room for Brooke to move around that or the chair.

“Are you going to explain any of this to me?” she asked over her shoulder while she opened up the door leading into the unfinished basement. “Watch your head, you’re tall enough to hit at the bottom of the stairs.”

She was right, and I had to dip down slightly in order to avoid a concussion, which I tended not to enjoy all that much. “That’s not very convenient,” I said under my breath as I tapped my palm against the wooden beam.

“What’s not?”

I perched my hands on my hips and looked around the open space, an identical layout to her upstairs, except it was only concrete and some wood framing on the walls, like someone had the stirrings of an idea to finish off the space but didn’t get very far.

“Michael,” she said firmly and I turned to her. Playful Brooke was one thing. But I’ve gotta say, Annoyed Brooke did things for me. Really, really good things. One hip was cocked out and her lips were twisted up over that stubborn chin. “Speak. Use your words.”

“Like a big boy?” I said quietly, gratified when she blushed furiously, instantly. I laughed and held up my hands in apology. “Have you ever thought about having an in-home salon? You’ve got the space.”

Her stance softened, but her chin didn’t drop. “I think every cosmetologist with kids has thought about it at one time or another. But I don’t have the right setup.” Her eyes tracked around the empty room, floor space only being taken up by some large plastic storage bins and a few moving boxes. “I don’t know that I’d want it down here anyway. Not unless it had a separate entrance.”

“Hmm. I can see that.” My fingers drummed against my leg. “Let’s go back up, I want to look at your mudroom.”

“It’s the laundry room too.”

“Even better.”

She went up the stairs ahead of me and I was such a good boy, I swear. No checking out her ass or anything. Not even once.

Okay. Once. But in my defense, it was spectacular in the pants she was wearing. I mean, come on, it was biologically imprinted into my masculine DNA that when a beautiful woman, whom I already found attractive, was directly in front of me, my eyes would just … go there.

I’d barely noticed that Brooke stopped until I almost ran into her. Her hand waved in front of her. “There you go. Fascinating stuff, huh?”

“Bingo,” I muttered. Just past the door leading into her two-stall garage was the laundry room. A pocket door next to me gave her the option to completely enclose it. The space wasn’t huge, and I instinctively reached for the measuring tape normally hooked to my tool belt, only to find my normal belt.

I looked back at her. “Look, if you moved your washer and dryer hookup downstairs, you could gut this room and turn it into a salon. It’s not huge, but…”

“But it wouldn’t have to be,” she finished, eyes taking in the room with guarded excitement. Then she shook her head. “I don’t know if I want to move my laundry downstairs though. That was a huge bonus about this house, that I didn’t have to go up and down a flight of stairs every time I needed to do a load, which is every single day now.” Brooke set her hand on my shoulder while she pointed to another wall, and I tensed at the unconscious contact. “But, maybe this could be extended out.”

I looked back at her. “There’s nothing on the other side of this in the garage?”

“No, just a small alcove for storage, but I don’t have anything there right now.”

We went and looked at the garage, and she was right, the wall of the laundry room could be blown out, and if you extended it to the outside wall of the garage, her room size would double. I started doing some quick calculations in my head while she went to check on the kids. We were heading into our slow season at work, not nearly as much new construction starting in the winter in Denver, at least not for us. Tristan kept busy with the custom furniture orders that he did on the side, but I didn’t have anything like that.

Me and inactivity was no bueno. Not at all.

Brooke came back and she was practically bouncing. “Do you really think I could do it?”

“Absolutely. You might need to get some building permits from the city since you’re altering the layout, but I could help you with all that if you want me to work up an estimate.”

Her bouncing slowed. “You’d do this?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“You’d build me a salon?”

“I mean, you’d have to pay me, but yeah.”

She rolled her eyes but still smiled. “I don’t know. This is a huge undertaking. I’d have to really think about whether I want to have my work here all the time.” One of the twins started crying and her eyes closed. “I need to think about it for a couple days.”

The thought that she might say no suddenly gave my stomach a desperate lurch. Don’t ask me to explain it, Lord knows I couldn’t have. But in that moment, I wanted her to say yes to this with a violent sort of determination that was completely foreign to me.

“You just said yourself that you loved seeing them as soon as you were done. You’d have complete flexibility in your schedule.”

Slowly, she lifted one eyebrow. “And you know so much about how I need to juggle a schedule?”

I rocked back on my heels and laughed under my breath. “I know a thing or two about single moms.”

Brooke snorted indelicately. “I’ll bet you do. They probably wanna eat you up.”

The flash of irritation at her assumption was eclipsed a hundred fold by the bright burst of embarrassment. Normally it didn’t bother me when my friends or brother thought I slept around indiscriminately, since I did nothing to dissuade them. But hearing Brooke casually toss that out, knowing that’s what she thought of me, was like she rammed a crowbar down my throat and expected me to be able to talk around the cold metal.

All but impossible.

Maybe another day, I’d explain about my own mother, that I knew exactly how hard it was going to be for her as her kids got older, as they ate more, as they got busier and busier. How as a young boy, I soaked up my mother’s stress like a dry sponge just so that I might try to alleviate some of it for her.

Not today though. Not after what she’d just said. Anything I said to contradict her would seem defensive or desperate, and I didn’t want her to see me as either thing.

So I cleared my throat and smiled at her, a tight stretch of lips that felt completely fake. “Well, I’d be happy to do the job for you, if you decide to go for it. I’ll work up an estimate, if you have a measuring tape I could borrow real quick.”

She held my eyes, clearly picking up on my shift in mood. After a moment, she nodded. “Sure. I’ll get that and then I need to go check on the kids.”

“Thanks.” I turned and started searching for outlets and water lines when I heard Brooke say my name again.

“I’m really glad it was you who came over today.”

This time, my smile felt easy, felt genuine. “Me too.”
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“Guys, if you love me, you will go to bed without a peep tonight.”

They blinked up at me, then Piper sneezed so violently that Jacob jumped, bawling immediately.

I pointed a finger at her while I hefted him in my arms and tried to soothe him.

“I’m serious. Nonno and Grandma will be here in,” I trailed off to look at my watch, swallowing the panic that clawed up my throat, “forty-two minutes. And I need every bit of their attention, and I just don’t get it when you’re in the room.”

So here’s the thing about my parents: they kinda sucked. But then they had moments, this whisper-thin line that they walked that occasionally allowed them to tiptoe over into ‘decent parent’ territory. They taught Julia and I how to work our asses off. They were pictured somewhere under the word dichotomy in the dictionary. Their personal definition went a little something like this…

- Italian and Catholic (my father)

- WASPy country-clubber with family bloodlines back to the Mayflower (my mother. And the Mayflower thing was just what I’d been told. Without proof, I highly freaking doubted it)

- a raging desire to add to the family tree via male offspring

- even if that meant single ol’ me was the one doing it, they couldn’t care less (see earlier reference to my extremely Catholic dichotomous parents)

But one amazing thing they did for me and Julia was place money in a trust that we could access at the age of twenty for one of two reasons; real estate and education.

Julia used hers for a house and to get her master’s degree. Much to my parents’ chagrin, cosmetology school was my educational withdrawal from said account. Ivy League it was not, so they didn’t feel like they could brag about it to their friends. Sorry, but I could name every muscle, bone and ligament in the skull of a human being and came out of school with a bill like one fiftieth of the size of an undergrad, so they could just kiss my ass.

Anyway … that was a tangent. Until I turned thirty—when I would have total access to all those zeroes—I wouldn’t be able to draw from the trust without written consent from both parents. I could go apply for a loan, or use my Home Equity Line of Credit, but that meant paying interest for a couple years until I could pay it off with trust money.

All of this was why I found myself hurrying to get the kids to bed, because my parents were due to my house at my invitation. They’d seen us the day before, and as much as they really did love the twins, I knew I wanted to have this particular conversation without interruptions. I’d had all these plans, make a homemade Italian meal to butter up my dad.

Then Jacob’s diaper exploded.

Everywhere.

Up his back, down his legs. Onto my shoes.

‘Breathe through your nose’ takes on an entirely new level of meaning in such situations. Emergency bath time was shoved into the schedule, putting me behind by just enough that my chances of making dinner kept getting smaller and smaller. By the time I was zipping my now sweet-smelling babies into their pajamas, I finally felt my stress level lower incrementally. The whole ‘no shit smell’ thing.

Jacob cooed happily when I pressed a kiss to his chubby little belly.

“Mister,” I whispered with my forehead pressed against his, “you have an uncanny sense of timing.”

He grabbed a chunk of my hair and yanked, which made me think all sorts of four letter words because effing ouch. While I untangled his fingers, Piper pulled herself up using my legs and grabbed her bottle off the changing table.

“Thatta girl,” I told her. Watching her reach for her light purple bottle and plop on the floor so she could drink it was funny, and I was proud that she seemed to take after me in going after exactly what she wanted. But it was just another one of those little zingers, like I pricked my finger on a safety pin that was hiding at the bottom of an old purse. The shock of it being there was almost worse than the pain of the action itself.

It was just me to rock them to sleep at night. Just me to make sure that they both got their baths done regularly, just me to go in and soothe them when they woke up in the middle of the night. Thankfully that was happening less and less, but there was no relief, no timeout, no substituting players. No one that I could roll over and punch and say, Hey! It’s your turn tonight because Mama is tired.

If I turned and looked over my shoulder to share a smile with someone because Piper couldn’t wait thirty seconds for her nighttime bottle, the doorway would be empty. Like he could sense the direction of my thoughts, Jacob laid his head on my shoulder and snuggled close to me. I took a few precious seconds to rub his back, breathe in his fresh, soapy scent before I turned him on my lap and gave him his own bottle. There may not be anyone to share a smile with, but these two … they were all mine. And soon, probably faster than I could ever imagine, they’d be old enough that they could smile with me over the things in the life we’d experience together.

Once Piper was situated next to him, I gently rocked the extra wide glider that my parents had bought as a gift when they were born and we read a book. The cadence of the sweetly rhyming words and the motion of the chair made the room quiet and still, my babies drowsy now that their bellies were full.

I left Jacob sitting in the corner of the chair while he finished his bottle and laid Piper down in her crib. I rubbed the downy softness of her hair and followed the line of her nose with the tip of my finger.

“Sweet dreams, my brave, strong girl,” I whispered.

She looked up at me but stayed on her back, the blinking of her lids getting slower and slower. Jacob snuggled into the corner of his crib like he always did.

“Good night, my sweet, handsome boy.”

Without a peep from either one, I tiptoed out of the room and only started breathing normally again once I’d eased their bedroom door shut behind me. One down, I thought as I took a deep breath and resigned myself to ordering takeout for me and my parents, and one really big one to go.
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“What’s wrong with the place you work?” My dad asked after he’d carefully set his pizza back down on my fancy plates.

Maybe I’d run out of time to cook, but they were getting the nice serveware. I wasn’t raised in a barn.

From the other side of the table, my mom stayed inconspicuously quiet, her eyes trained on my father like he’d let loose some sort of signal for her to decode. After thirty-two years of marriage, they had it down to a friggin science, which was annoying in times like that.

“Nothing’s wrong with it, per se,” I answered carefully. “But I’m almost a year into my new ‘normal’ and it’s getting harder and harder to balance my work schedule with the twins schedule. If I work from home, I’ll have a lot more flexibility. I’ve done a lot of research and talked to a few of the girls that used to rent chairs and now have salons in their house. The money that they save in commuting and chair rental is offset by higher utilities at home, yes, but their clients like knowing that they can be flexible with their schedules and have never complained about higher prices than they used to pay. My higher utilities will be a tax deduction, as will the space itself. And I won’t have to drive into downtown anymore.”

Slow your roll, Brooke. I could feel myself veering into begging territory, which I haaaaaated. While this was technically my money, it was still just out of my grasp, and would be for a couple years. A couple long years from where I was currently sitting, facing the firing squad of Marcus and Catalina Rossi. The fact that I even had to do this, had to convince my parents that I wasn’t squandering my trust fund, that I was making a sound business decision grated against all the parts of my personality that led me to become a cosmetologist in the first place.

I never wanted their mold. I never wanted to be a cookie cutter country club queen, in a job that bored me to tears and was backed up by a flimsy, insubstantial piece of paper that cost me six figures to earn. Doing what I wanted once I was out of high school was my first true act of independence, so this three-ring circus made me want to rip my hair out one follicle at a time.

My dad only hummed, gave my mom a quick, meaningful glance. “How much would it cost?”

My heartbeat thrummed instantly. “I can get you a final estimate in a couple days. I have a rough idea of the layout, and a friend of Julia’s is going to come over and give me some design ideas. Once I have those, the contractor will be able to firm up all the numbers for me.”

The contractor. Michael effing Whitfield. This was all his fault, actually. Giving me great ideas, making me ask my crazy-ass parents for money that I earned simply by being born.

If he hadn’t charmed the figurative pants off of me a couple days ago, I’d hate him for it. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t scrape from my memory the way he smiled after he programmed his number into my cell, right before he left my house.

Michael was like a magnet. Every time he spread his mouth in a wide smile, he pulled at me. The scruff around his mouth, the press of dimples into his skin, the way his eyes shined despite the depth of color, and I reacted on a molecular level, somewhere far beneath the surface of my skin.

It was the absolute last thing I needed in my life, but I would do my damndest to ignore it, because he was helping me out big time.

My mom cleared her throat and I blinked at her. Right. Parents. Money.

Quit thinking about Michael, you dirty little ho, I screamed in my head.

“Can you show us where you’d put it?” she asked, small, polite smile firmly in place and not a single silvery blonde hair where it shouldn’t be.

“Absolutely.”

I cleared the dishes while they finished the red wine in their glasses. They followed me down the hallway, and I started showing them Michael’s ideas.

My dad scraped at the side of his face with blunt fingertips. “Blowing out that wall into the garage won’t be cheap.”

“I know. But with the extra space, I can keep the washer and dryer up here and not have to go up and down those basement steps every time I need to do a load.” I laughed and briefly lifted my eyebrows. “And that … is pretty much every single day now. It will only get worse as the twins get older.”

My mom’s nose wrinkled delicately. Everything she did was delicately. “Your laundry room in the same place as your paying customers? That’s a little gauche, don’t you think?”

Deep breath in, deep breath out. Feel the air fill your body, feel your heart rate decrease so you don’t start breaking shit in front of your parents.

I smiled pleasantly. At least I thought I did. My mom’s eyes narrowed ever-so-slightly, which probably meant it was a giant fail. “That’s partially why Julia’s friend is going to come over, so she can give me ideas on stuff like that.”

My mom tilted her head. “Who’s this friend? Do we know her?”

Translation- Is she from a wealthy, recognizable family?

My pleasant, not-so-pleasant smile felt strained. Still needed the money, still needed to not be a bitch to my mom who just loved to play the social bingo game. “I don’t think you know her, no. She’s the sister of one of Cole’s friends. I’ve never actually met Anna, but Julia called her for me and she said she was happy to help out free of charge.”

While I adored my brother-in-law, Cole, my parents were still at the strained politeness stage of their relationship with him since he and Julia got remarried. Thankfully, the magic words free of charge were enough to break their obvious annoyance at the connection to Cole. Probably shouldn’t mention that the contractor was a friend of Cole’s, too.

My dad was staring into the laundry room like it would magically shift in front of his eyes, but thinking visually was never his thing. He was in finance, so numbers, black and white, patterns and data … that he could do.

“Dad,” I said, pausing until he’d turned in my direction again. “This is a good business decision. It’s also a good personal decision. I won’t let this consume my life, and I’ll still have fairly set hours, but this allows me to truly be my own boss and set my own course. My success won’t be dependent on anyone except myself. It’s all on my shoulders. And I want it there. Every single ounce of pressure. I want it there.”

There was a fire in my gut, stoked higher and higher with every word out of my mouth. I wanted this. And if they said no, I’d find a way to make it happen.

He looked at my mom, but I kept my eyes trained on him. After another quick glance over his shoulder at the laundry room, he nodded. “Okay.”

The breath caught in my throat. “Really?”

Another nod.

“Thank you,” I breathed, clasping my hands over my chest to stop from flinging myself at him, at both of them. An emotionally demonstrative family we were not, folks. If I tackle-hugged my mom, she’d have an aneurysm. “Do you need me to send over the estimate once I get it?”

My dad smiled at me and opened his arms. No hesitation, I flew at him and hugged him so tightly that he laughed. “We’ll sign the money over as soon as you need it, passerotta.”

Damn it all, of course he had to break out the nickname of my childhood. Little sparrow. Tears weren’t even an option in my weakened emotional state.

“Thank you, Dad.”

He clapped me on the back and the hug was over. My mom was smiling, a bit more warmly now, and I gave her a vastly more restrained embrace.

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Don’t prove us wrong, Brooke,” she said as I pulled back. The slightly cool edge to her words was a cold bucket of water to whatever warmth I’d felt. Effectively put in my place, I nodded. Honest to goodness, if they showed even one iota of that conditional affection to my kids, I’d be done. Finito.

File it away under ‘shitty things my parents did that made it really easy to know what not to do with own my kids’. Now that list, that was constantly evolving. But I swallowed it down, because I refused to let her ruin the evening for me.

“I won’t,” I said firmly.


Five

Michael




Walking up to Brooke’s house this time felt way, way different than my previous visit a week earlier. First, no babysitting gig. Second, I had a notebook under my arm that held the preliminary sketches for her salon. The stack of 8.5x11 papers, white and spiral bound, held a different sort of weight while I lifted my hand to knock on the bright, glossy red of Brooke’s front door.

This wasn’t taking direction from my uncle on some stranger’s house, this wasn’t mind-numbing busy work in the slow season. She’d asked this of me, was trusting me with something that was directly improving her future. Before I could knock, the door swung open.

“Good Lord, took you long enough,” she said with a sweet smile on her face. Sweet, but in a I’ll rip your nuts off without blinking if you screw this up kind of way. It was her eyes. Again. They held that touch of sarcasm, that edge that was so inconveniently hot.

I glanced at my watch. “I’m one minute late.”

Brooke stepped back so I could come in when the complete silence registered.

“Where are the midgets?”

She laughed and closed the door behind me. “At the neighbor lady’s house. She’s retired and has been a huge help to me. Outside of Julia, she watches them the most for me when I work.”

“Oh, great.” I pulled the notebook out and tapped it against my side.

The quiet stretched between us for a moment while we looked at each other. Stretched and stretched, almost a tangible thing that was ready to snap when I heard something from the laundry room.

“Anna is back there taking some notes.”

My eyebrows rose a fraction. “As in Garrett’s sister Anna?”

She nodded. “She’s helping me with some design ideas.”

“Huh. She still married?”

Brooke laughed under her breath, and a slight wariness cooled the dark fire from earlier in her eyes. Of course, that sounded very much like I cared whether Anna was still married. Which I didn’t. Not in the way she was thinking.

The situation was this; Anna had an idiot husband. We all knew it. That was the first issue. The second was that my big brother, Tristan, had been in love with Anna pretty much since the first day he saw her. You may laugh, you may think I’m exaggerating, but believe me … I’m not. While our group of friends might have been aware that he had feelings for her, was intrigued by her, only I knew how deep it went. And I knew it without him needing to say a damn word about Anna.

Brooke cleared her throat and glanced quickly to where Anna was. “I don’t know. It’s not usually my policy to ask intensely personal questions the first time I meet someone.”

“You should start,” I said easily. “It’s fun.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Fine. What’s your greatest fear in life, Michael Whitfield?”

The smile that spread over my face grew slowly, the icily worded question only making her that much more attractive to me. “You really want to know?”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.”

The words fairly itched along my tongue. It would be so easy to play it off, to make a joke and give her an answer that had as much substance as cotton candy. Brooke held my eyes steadily, practically daring me to brush her off. Tension, thick, electric, glorious tension rolled up my spine in waves when neither of us blinked. Her breathing deepened at the same time my heart started an erratic thud in my chest. Then she raised a thin eyebrow at my silence, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

My mouth dried out when I realized that I couldn’t back away from that challenge. Hopefully she wouldn’t laugh at me, think I was joking for sympathy. Finally, I nodded, mind made up. “That no one will ever see me for who I really am.”

Brooke blinked and her mouth went slack, just enough that I could see the white of her teeth. To her credit though, she recovered quickly. “A valid thing to fear.”

Anna called Brooke’s name and the moment snapped back like a rubber band that was pulled too tight.

“Aren’t you going to tell me your greatest fear?”

While we walked back to the laundry room, she glanced briefly over her shoulder at me. “Not just yet. Only if you’re a very good boy.”

I shook my head and laughed, feeling that all-too-familiar zap of electricity race up my spine when I was around a woman who well and truly intrigued me. It was my greatest addiction, bar none. And nothing would tamp it down, nothing except feeling like I’d gotten my fill of her.

We turned the corner and Anna’s eyes widened in surprise. “Michael. I didn’t know you were the contractor.”

Brooke smiled. “I guess I didn’t even think about the fact that you two knew each other. I’m still getting used to the dynamics of that big group of friends. It’s very Melrose Place. But without the cheesiness.”

Anna and I laughed, because she was right. Tristan and I lived by our friends, and our group kept growing with each new couple. One big happy family, except for the perpetual bachelors that lived under our roof. Anna’s smile was easy and wide, and it wasn’t hard to see why my brother was so instantly smitten with her.

Her black hair was shiny and long, her Korean heritage stamped through her high cheekbones, and her big dark eyes perceptive in her face. Every time I’d seen her, she wore a smile, the kind that probably came from a deeply ingrained desire to make the people around her comfortable. The reason I recognized it was because it was a smile I was really damn good at. I’d had a lifetime to practice it.

“Good to see you, Michael.” She gave me a brief hug, and I had to contain my laugh when I imagined the murderous look on Tristan’s face when I told him that not only did I see Anna, but there’d been full frontal hugging.

“You too.”

She turned to pick up some swatches, and I saw the bright glint of her wedding ring. Brooke was staring at it too, and I looked away so she didn’t catch me doing the same thing.

“So what are you thinking?” I asked Anna.

I opened up my notebook while she gestured to the main wall. “I’m thinking that this wall could be either exposed brick or wood panels--shiplap, if we want to get trendy with our word choice--for some visual interest. You could paint the brick if you want something cleaner and brighter,” she said to Brooke, who was staring at the wall like it would magically change in front of her. “Personally, I think that would be a tragedy, but that’s up to you. You could prop a large framed mirror up against this wall, or two if you wanted to do more than one chair.”

Brooke looked at me and I gave her a brief shake of my head.

“Just one,” Brooke answered. “One chair, a shampoo bowl, a small area to sit and a dryer cap if there’s space.”

I flipped open my notebook and handed it to her. I could’ve lied and said that it didn’t affect me when her eyes completely lit up at my sketch. “Something like that?” I asked as casually as possible.

“Oh my holy hell, it’s perfect, Michael,” she gushed, reaching out to grip my arm excitedly. “Michael, I love it.”

Anna leaned over so she could look and hummed approvingly. “Yeah, that would be great. You could use a small arm chair,” she pointed at the sketch, at an open corner. “Right there. With an accent table for your seating area and put a small minibar behind it if you wanted people to be able to make coffee or have a drink. You’re a lot more flexible in this space since your water hookup can’t move without considerable cost.”

I nodded in agreement, and pointed back at the main wall. “Shampoo bowl there and the main station next to it. We could do small floating shelves on either side of the mirror if you wanted. Once we blow out that back wall, I could make something to conceal the washer and dryer so that it’s not as obviously a laundry room if that’s what you want. And you can see on the sketch that I added some cabinets all along the upper wall above the washer and dryer so it’s completely self-contained.”

Brooke pulled in a shaky breath and I glanced over at her in surprise. There was so much latent emotion in that one small inhalation that I could practically feel it dig into my skin, just like her fingers had.

“I’m really doing this,” she said quietly.

Anna shot me a small smile and then wrapped her arm around Brooke’s shoulders. “Looks like it. I think you’re going to have an amazing space. Michael won’t let you down.”

Warmth shot through my veins at Anna’s easily spoken words. But the trust-filled smile that Brooke sent in my direction absolutely set me on fire in comparison. Straight to my heart, stoking an uncontrollable wave of heat that I wasn’t prepared for.

The overwhelming potency of it triggered a sense of premonition through every single nerve ending.

“I know he won’t,” Brooke said with such surety, such calm, that the feeling grew and grew. I had to look away, tune out their conversation just so that I could focus on steadying myself.

This is going to be significant.

Every thudding beat of my heart repeated it. Anna and Brooke finished talking around me, and I think I waved goodbye when she let herself out.

“Are you okay?” I heard Brooke ask.

“This is going to be significant,” I accidentally said out loud, unable to banish the repetition in my head.

Brooke simply laughed. “I know. I’m sure I’ll regret it when demo starts and I start plotting your death when the kids can’t nap through the noise.”

Right. She didn’t know I was having an existential moment about how this little project could possibly alter the course of my life. How, I didn’t precisely know. But what I did know is that it would change things for me. I couldn’t joke it away, and didn’t even think that I could meet her eyes until I felt a bit more under control. What was she doing to me?

The moment I walked through the door, it was like someone tipped over a line of dominoes, and now I was powerless to keep them from tumbling into place.

“We can work out a schedule.”

“Hmm?”

I finally felt steady enough to look at her. Her eyes were searching my face, looking for some sort of decoder ring as to why I looked like I was losing my ever-loving mind. Good luck, beautiful. If I had one, I wouldn’t pass it along just yet. Not until I understood exactly what had just happened.

“A schedule. I’m heading into the slow season, so I can be flexible on what hours I work here, if that helps.”

Her relieved smile was instant. And quite adorable.

Stop. Stop. This had to stop.

“That would be great. I can let you know what my work schedule is at the beginning of the week if that’s okay.”

“Sure.”

She turned and started digging through a diaper bag that was sitting on the padded bench next to her. Once she’d fished out her keys, she pulled one of them off the ring and held it out to me.

I stared down at it like it was a bomb, and it felt like one, given the spasms it gave my heart.

“What is that?” I asked, like a giant idiot.

“A key to my house,” she answered, like I sounded like a giant idiot.

I blinked at her.

She rolled her eyes and stuck it in my hand. My fingers curled around the cold edges instantly.

“Now you can let yourself in to work when I’m not here.” She lifted a dark eyebrow. “Don’t make me regret giving that to you.”

“I won’t,” I said roughly.

Yup. This was going to be significant.


Six

Brooke




The day that would never end—only haircuts, yuck—finally ended. A never-ending, mind-numbing rotation of clients every thirty minutes until I wanted to claw my hair out just to give me something to do. I let myself through the front door with a gusty, dramatic sigh. My final appointment (the only non-haircut on my whole damn calendar, of course) of the day had to cancel last minute, and I couldn’t even find it in myself to be annoyed because good sweet heavenly goodness, I was tired. Piper had woken up three times the previous night and there just wasn’t enough coffee in the greater Denver area that could’ve kept me energized all day.

Julia usually took the twins to Gymboree that day, so she wasn’t due to drop off the twins for another hour, and I just couldn’t turn down the opportunity for a quiet house. Yeah, the pants would come off, the bra following shortly after, and I fully intended on falling face first into the couch for every single one of those sixty minutes.

I dropped my keys onto the bright red console table along the front entry wall and toed off one shoe. Just as I was moving to the other shoe, Michael rounded the corner. I screamed and started tripping over my half-removed shoe.

Shirtless, tool belt around his narrow waist, sweaty-chested Michael caught me easily.

Against the abs.

And the slight trail of dark hair that followed the line dissecting those muscles.

My fingers curled into the sweat-slicked skin of his rounded biceps and I tried to dig really deep to feel weird about it. For the awkwardness to kick in. But he was smiling widely at me, thoroughly amused at my graceless reaction, and that awkwardness was nowhere to be found.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked, trying to sound firm, but nope … just came out breathless and all whispery. Because I was still holding on to him, and he was staring into my face like he wanted to scoop the thoughts out of my brain. We’d be in so much trouble if he could do that, because I hadn’t had abs like that pressed against me in umm, ever.

“Doing my laundry,” he answered easily. His eyes darted down to my lips, and for a single delicious second, everything seized up inside of me in a tight, hot ball of tension that I felt down to the tips of my toes. Ohhhhhhkay, this was bad.

He stared at me. I stared at him. And neither of us moved. In the back of my mind, buried behind all sorts of not fun things, I wondered why we were still standing pressed like that. His arm was caught around my waist, but I’d found my footing by now. No danger of a concussion or anything. No more screaming at his surprise presence. Just heavy breathing and swoony eyes.

Michael had swoony eyes trained on me real hard. All it would take was a slight lean upward. Maybe if I lifted up on tiptoe, his mouth would fit against mine perfectly. I could practically taste him, even though neither of us had moved. He was searching my face for clues, for any sort of green light, or red light, and there I was struggling not to have a heart attack.

My tongue made the decision for me, and not in the fun, french-kissing sort of way.

“It would be so easy, wouldn’t it?” I whispered without thinking. It would be so easy, so effortless to lift up onto my toes and fit my lips over his, to let the crackling wave of attraction rule our thinking. And I knew Michael would be an incredible kisser, those lips could’ve only been created to be used by someone who knew what the hell he was doing.

His eyes closed briefly, and the loss of his warm brown eyes made me sad. I liked his eyes quite a lot. When he opened them again, his lips curved into a self-deprecating smile. “Yeah. It would.”

Maybe it should have scared me that Michael knew exactly what I meant, that my whispered words didn’t need any other explanation. Because he was there, right there with me in this.

It was obvious by the regret in his face that he didn’t want to let me go, but let me go he did. To give my hands something to do besides play connect the muscles on his lovely, lovely stomach, I smoothed down the front of my shirt.

“I must have forgotten that you were starting today,” I said in the heavy, throbbing silence between us.

Michael scratched at his chest and I tried not to whimper. “Yeah, sorry. I must have gotten my times messed up. I thought I had a while yet to get finished up with some demo.”

I waved that off. “No, I’m early. Julia won’t be bringing the twins back for another hour or so.”

He nodded absently, but I noticed his eyes flick to my mouth again and I tried not to squirm in place. He’d know how to do things. Good things. Things I hadn’t felt in for-freaking-ever. They’d feel so delicious, so explosive and my brain started flipping through the rolodex of what all those things would be.

“We need rules,” I blurted out.

Michael immediately started laughing, and secretly, I loved that I didn’t even have to explain myself. He propped his hands on his hips and gave me an amused look that I felt roll around my belly.

“What kind of rules?”

“You have to wear a shirt when I’m home.”

Ass. What did he do? He smiled devilishly, smiled slowly. Then he lazily patted his stomach, which was tighter than a freaking snare drum. “Okay. Rule number one: I wear a shirt when you’re home.” One eyebrow lifted on his face. “Should I go get it now while we finish this conversation? Or are there more?”

“Oh. Umm, I think that’s my only rule for right now.” And what an important rule it was. I couldn’t be held accountable for my actions if I was faced with his walking-billboard-body strutting around my house for the next few weeks.

“I can’t have rules?”

I scoffed. “Well I’m certainly not going to be walking around without a shirt on.”

He snapped his fingers. “Damn.”

All I did was give him a dry look, but inside, I wanted to smile so badly.

“Fine. My rule for you is that you’re not allowed to smell so nice.”

“What?”

“Yeah. How is that fair?” He spread his arms out like he’d fully explained himself.

“I’ve been standing in a salon all day. I probably smell like hair spray.”

Michael shook his head. “Untrue. You smell like happiness. Like something so good and sweet that I want to find the spot on your body where it smells the strongest.”

I pointed a shaking finger at him while my heart skipped about a thousand beats. “Rule number two. No flirting. That shit right there can’t happen.”

“Cruel woman,” he said sadly. “Do you know how hard it is for me to not flirt? You might as well chop off my leg. And around you? I don’t stand a chance to keep it to myself.”

“You’re still doing it,” I cried.

He laughed, the bright white of his teeth showing against his tan skin. Could I make a rule that he couldn’t smile? Was that allowed? No, probably a bit too far. Plus, if he took that away, I’d miss it too much.

Michael held his hands up. “Sorry, I’ll try.”

“Thank you.”

He regarded me more seriously. “I don’t do it to be disrespectful. I’m sorry if it came off that way.”

“No,” I told him quickly. “It wasn’t that, honestly. It’s just … I really don’t have a lot of friends. And I think … I think maybe you’re one of them now.”

His smile was soft, no teeth this time. I liked that one. “I’d like that.”

“And it would be easy,” I said softly. “To go … there. That’s not something I’m ready for in my life right now. Even though I’m not stupid enough to pretend like there’s not attraction here.”

“Good. I agree with you. Because I don’t just flirt with anyone.”

I lifted an eyebrow.

“I don’t,” he insisted, and if the look in his eyes wasn’t so playful, I’d think he was feeling a bit defensive. His expression smoothed out before he spoke again. “I’m not here to make your life more difficult, Brooke. Scout’s honor. I can be a good boy.”

A laugh burst out of me before I could stop it. “Okay. Time will tell.”

He lifted his chin toward the back of the house. “Want to come see?”

“Obviously.”

While we walked down the hallway, not even the scent of dust and the mess he’d tried to contain by hanging plastic from the ceiling distracted me from the view of shifting back muscles in front of me. Michael wasn’t bulky like a weight lifter, but there was a sleekness to him, the kind of catlike muscularity that was unfortunately, an Achilles heel of mine.

Michael pushed the thick plastic sheet aside so that I could walk into the now decimated laundry room and I coughed at the dust floating in the air.

“Wow,” I said, staring into the mess of a room. All the cabinets and the washer and dryer were pulled from the wall. He’d ripped up the flooring and taken all the trim off, since we’d decided to start with a completely blank slate for this space. Thankfully, my parents had been perfectly fine with his final estimate once Anna and I had made some final decisions on finishes, and they signed the paperwork immediately.

“Yeah. I’m going to start on that back wall tomorrow, as long as you still plan on not being here. It’ll be a loud day.” He gave me a small smile and gestured to the sledgehammer leaning up against the wall.

“Oooh. That looks fun.”

He laughed and snagged his white t-shirt off the toolbox that I hadn’t noticed in the corner. “Well, if you get home in time, I’ll let you take a few swings. It’s a good stress reliever.”

“Ha. Probably wouldn’t turn that down.” I peered around the corner and nodded. “Doesn’t look like much now, but I’m excited to get it started.”

Michael watched me for a few moments and opened his mouth to speak, then seemed to change his mind.

“What?” I prodded him.

He smiled a little. “Is it driving you crazy? This disrupting your whole world for a bit. I can’t imagine it’s easy for you.”

Well knock me down with a feather. Boy was all sorts of perceptive.

“Why do you say that?” I couldn’t help it.

“Probably the color coded schedule on your fridge. I had no idea people could make schedules out of feedings and amount of sleep.”

My cheeks heated but I didn’t apologize. “Well, you try and do the single parent thing with twins. You’d be breaking out the label maker so fast.” I shrugged, feeling strangely exposed to him, like he’d peeled back the hard plastic layer outside of a live wire, and what was inside was me. If he touched me when I felt like this, he’d probably never recover. “Some days it’s hard for me to remember what I ate for breakfast, so if I don’t write it down, it didn’t happen. When the pediatrician asks me how many servings of veggies they’re getting, I need to know, and I’m not with them all the time. Or how much they sleep during the day. It’s the only way I stay sane, the only way I feel like I’ve still got a pulse on what’s going on with them when I’m not the person taking care of them.”

When he nudged me with his shoulder, I was so happy the shirt was back on, because even with it on, I could feel the heat of his skin. “No need to justify yourself. My mom used to do something similar.”

“Yeah?” I didn’t know much of anything about he and Tristan’s background. And by much of anything, I meant nothing.

“Single mom,” was all he said, eyebrows lifted.

My head tilted to the side as I regarded him. “Really?”

“From the time I turned two. She’s still single. Dad wasn’t really in the picture.”

Shame made my skin flush cold, then prickle hot. I’d immediately assumed that when he made the single mom comment his first day here, it was because of his reputation.

“Michael,” I started, then held up my hand when he tried to interrupt me. “No, please.”

He swallowed hard, clearly uncomfortable with the shift of topic. His eyes swept the room, landing anywhere but on me.

“I’m sorry about what I said the other night. I had no idea.”

Finally, he looked at me. “No apology necessary. There’s no way you could’ve known.”

“But still, I shouldn’t have assumed anything. That was inconsiderate.”

Michael held my eyes, when I expected him to make a joke or something. “Not like I’m not used to it. People assume a lot of things about me. But thank you for saying something anyway.”

My forehead creased at his words, and I was about to ask when I heard Julia let herself into the front door.

“Honey, I’m home,” she called out, barely audible over the jabbering of my little heathens.

“Go ahead,” Michael said. “I’ll finish cleaning up and get out of your hair.”

“Thanks.” I probably would’ve said something else, because the ending felt abrupt, felt uncomfortable and unfinished, but he’d already turned his back to plug in his shop vac. He didn’t turn it on until the plastic sheet closed behind me, and it took everything in me not to glance back over my shoulder at him.

Julia smiled at me while she set Piper down on the floor, along with their diaper bag. “How was your day?”

I swept up my daughter and blew a raspberry into her neck, which made her giggle. “Mind-numbingly horrible,” I answered in a pleasant voice. “If I had to make inane small talk with one more client, I think I would’ve accidentally chopped off a finger just to add some excitement into my day.”

“Ma ma ma ma,” Piper jabbered, smacking her hands on my shoulders while I hugged her.

“Hey, bugaboo. Were you nice for Auntie Julia?”

“A perfect angel, of course. Cole fed her dinner right before I left. She had some macaroni noodles with that veggie pasta sauce, but that was about it. Wouldn’t touch the peaches, just like you said.”

I kissed Piper’s nose. “She’s nothing if not predictable.”

Julia laughed. “I’ll go grab the other one.”

“Thanks.”

The whine of the Shop-Vac turned off just as Julia walked back in with Jacob, who squealed and smiled at me. He was reaching for me when Michael turned the corner and of course, took the attention off me completely.

Piper toddled over to him, holding onto the wall for stability, and Jacob laughed when Michael tickled his side.

“Hey, trouble,” Michael said.

“Want to hold him?” Julia asked.

“I was addressing you. But nah, I better not. I’m all sweaty and covered in dust.”

Julia rolled her eyes, but she had a smile on her face. From what she’d told me, Michael came over to her and Cole’s house a lot. Actually, from what I’d heard, the first time she met Michael, it was right after she and Cole had, umm, reconnected for the first time, and she was pants-free in the kitchen. The first time she told me the story, I snorted water up my nose from the image.

He patted Piper’s head. “Hey, sweetpea. I’ll pick you up the next time I’m here, okay?” When he passed me, he wagged a finger in my face. “Don’t forget your rules.”

It was my turn to roll my eyes. “I’ll make sure to.”

Michael only winked and slugged Julia in the shoulder before he pulled the door shut behind him. A few seconds later, his truck rumbled off down the street.

Julia was staring openly at me, not even attempting to be coy. “What rules?”

“None of your business,” I said primly, and took Jacob from her arms. He started gnawing on my face in his weird little version of a kiss, and it didn’t faze either of us in the slightest. “Just laying some ground rules as we start the project. Schedules and all that.”

“Uh-huh.” Her eyes narrowed. Ugh, older sisters were so annoying when they saw through you. “Just be careful with him.”

“I thought you liked Michael.”

“I do. I love him. I know I’m not supposed to have favorites of Cole’s friends, but he’s totally my favorite. Probably because I spend the most time with him.”

I set Jacob on the floor so he could play with Piper. “I sense a but coming.”

“Nope. No buts. Michael is great. And in a couple years when he grows up a bit, I think he’ll make a great partner for the right girl. Lord knows he’ll need someone to knock him on his ass in order to change his life.”

The rush of defensiveness was on the tip of my tongue so fast that it took a lot of work to swallow it back down. Especially after the way my conversation with him had ended, about people constantly assuming things about him. But Michael wasn’t in a position where he needed me to defend him just yet. Julia hadn’t even really said anything bad. So I took a deep breath and prayed she hadn’t seen any steam coming from my ears or something.

“Yeah, I bet.” Even that tepid agreement felt like I’d done something wrong.

And that was just about as weird as anything that had happened with Michael.
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“Mom, we are not renting a bounce house.”

She huffed. “Well, why not?”

Julia smothered a laugh behind her glass of lemonade and I glared at her for not backing me up. The three of us were gathered around the dining room table that looked like a Pinterest board had exploded everywhere. In just about two weeks, the twins would be turning one, and seeing as I’d never planned a birthday party before for little people that I’d given birth to, I’d kinda dropped the ball and assumed that I’d just make some smash cakes and take lots of pictures for posterity.

Apparently not. Because my mom got wind of my lack of plans, and there we were, looking over woodland themed ideas, while I tried to corral her into some semblance of sanity when it came to a budget.

“Because they’re only turning one,” I explained slowly, just like I had when she asked if we should hire a magician. “And they’ll be the only kids at the party, unless the adults want to use the bounce house. Which I suppose they might if we provide alcohol.”

Julia lost her battle and laughed into her hand, which made my mom give her a slight narrowing of her eyes. “It’s not a completely preposterous idea, but fine, we can discuss it again next year. Hopefully there will be other kids there by then.”

It was a thinly veiled statement that made Julia shift in her chair and me see red. Julia and Cole had struggled with infertility, and despite getting approved to foster a baby, they hadn’t had a placement yet since they were hoping for a newborn.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“Fair enough.” I slid my laptop across the table so they could both see it, and pointed at a banner idea that I liked. “I think this could be cute. And I could make it myself.”

One picture for each month that I could hang over their high chairs, anchored on each side by a cute little fox. Julia nodded. “I like that. And that would be perfect with the cake.”

My mom smiled, her version of an excited squeal. “Agreed. I can take care of commissioning the cake.”

“You don’t have to do that, Mom.”

She only patted my hand. “It would be my pleasure. Now, have we narrowed down a guest list?”

“I guess? I mean, our immediate family, of course.” I looked at Julia in question. “I thought maybe some of you and Cole’s friends, if you think that’s a good idea. Kat has been here a couple times since they were born, she and Dylan were so sweet to bring me dinner after the twins were born. And Michael, since he’s been so helpful lately. Plus Mrs. Cannon across the street. She’ll come with her husband.”

Julia smiled. “I think that’s a great idea. Kat and Dylan would be thrilled to be invited. Dylan’s sister has twin girls, so he’s used to the craziness.”

“And who’s Michael?” Mom asked, arching a slender eyebrow. Of course, it didn’t cause the slightest wrinkle in her forehead. Because Botox. Not that she’d admit it. But damn, I would if I was her. Her face looked amazing.

“The contractor. And he’s a friend of Cole’s. He’s great with the kids, actually.”

Mom sniffed. “Why does your generation insist on making it sound surprising when a man is good with kids? There’s no reason why he shouldn’t be good with kids. Being a male doesn’t infer a lack of talent in dealing with children, just like being a female doesn’t infer the opposite. Not all women are good with kids, even their own.”

“No kidding,” I said seriously, because my mom had the warmth of a prickly hedgehog. “But you’re right. I take it back.”

Over the monitor, Piper started squawking, which meant shortly she’d wake Jacob as well. Julia stood up. “I’ll get them.”

I smiled at her. “Thanks.”

Mom and I watched her go down the hallway, when I leveled her with a serious look. “Could you tone it down a notch?”

“Me?”

“Yeah.” I leaned forward so she had no choice but to look at me. “Don’t say that shit about ‘hopefully there will be kids’ around next year for their second party.”

Undaunted, my mom held my eyes. “Please refrain from using vulgar language. There’s no need.”

“This is my house,” I reminded her. “And if you remain purposely obtuse about the things you say in front of Julia, I can get a hell of a lot more vulgar than that, so don’t push me.”

She blinked a few times, clearly not expecting that. But my parents had done enough damage in Julia’s life, and I was beyond the point where I cared if they were offended by the things I said to them.

“Fine,” she said stiffly.

“Good.”

Julia came down the hallway, carrying Jacob and holding Piper’s hand. I grinned at their half-asleep faces and held my arms out for Piper. She dropped to her knees and crawled toward me, smiling when I lifted her into my arms.

“Good nap, sweetpea?” I whispered.

Taking her seat with Jacob in her arms, Julia gave me a look like she probably heard everything I’d said to my mom. It was grateful, a little embarrassed, and fully loaded with the kind of things that sisters can read in a heartbeat. I smiled in response, and my mom was completely oblivious while she stared at the screen of her phone.

There was a knock on the door, and I handed Piper to my mom so I could go answer it. Through the large front window, I could see Michael’s truck parked next to the curb and I instantly found myself happier, lightness sweeping me at the thought of him crashing our little awkward-fest at the table.

It was weird. And disconcerting that he’d make me feel that way.

I opened the door with a smile, and he matched it immediately. “Hey. What’s up?”

“Thought I’d take a chance that you were home. I know you weren’t planning on me coming over tonight, but I have to help my uncle out on Monday with something else, so I was hoping I could get a start on tearing into that wall.” He hitched a thumb over his shoulder at the driveway. “But if you want me to wait until your guests are gone, I can come back.”

I waved him in. “Don’t be silly. Maybe you’ll create enough noise that my mom gets annoyed and leaves.”

He laughed and came in after picking up his toolbox off the front porch. “Duly noted.”

Mom and Julia halted their conversation when Michael and I entered the room, and I could see the instant curiosity in my mom’s eyes. But of course, he was tall and strong, handsome and smiling, right around my age, even though he was a few years older than me. So of course she’d be curious. Poor Michael, he was probably about to get an interrogation. My breath stuck in my throat a bit, praying that she’d keep the ice-cold routine to a minimum around Michael.

But I should have known. Ugh, he charmed her almost immediately.

“Mrs. Rossi,” he said and shook her hand, turning it so that he could place a chaste kiss on the top of her knuckles. “It’s obvious where your daughters get their beauty. That’s quite a gene pool you’ve passed on.”

She blushed. Her lashes fluttered. Julia and I rolled our eyes. Michael was thrilled.

“Thank you,” she said on a pleased rush. “Michael, was it? My daughter has left out some fairly important details about you.”

Michael took the open chair that I’d vacated and turned to face my mom. “Really? What did she have to say about me? This is vital.”

I slapped Michael’s shoulders. Mmmmm, muscles. “Okay! Time for you to get to work.”

He shoved my hands off easily. “Don’t be silly. I think it’s a wonderful idea for me to get to know your lovely mother.”

“New rule,” I whispered down by his ear. “You don’t talk to my mother.”

“Brooke,” my mom admonished.

“You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

“Well, I did. That’s unconscionably rude.”

Michael laughed, but stood from the chair. “That sounds like her.”

He walked past me, but I still slapped him in the stomach. He tipped an imaginary hat at my mom, who tittered all over again. Gross.

But when she did, Jacob clapped his hands and scrunched his face up in a laugh. My breath caught at the change it brought to his face.

“Well,” my mom said. “He certainly looks like that father of his when he does that.”

A weighty silence dropped into the room, along with my stomach, when Julia spoke. “I think he looks like Jacob.”

Her voice was firm, but kind, and I smiled gratefully at her. Or as best as I could around the dull thudding of my heart. Jacob had looked like Kevin. So much so that it hurt. Not because I missed Kevin, because really, I didn’t. But it was the kind of thing that my kids would never know, would probably never recognize in themselves, and that cleaved my heart in two. One half for each of them.

That’s what killed me, what wore down the already worn edges of myself. That those jagged halves of me were probably all they’d get. And it was the best I could do for them. Just me, for the two of them.

Michael cleared his throat. “It was nice to meet you, Mrs. Rossi. I better get to work.”

Quietly, he left the room, and my mom stood to gather her things, handing me Jacob with a tight smile.

“Thanks for you help,” I told her flatly.

Mom gave me and Julia an air kiss next to our cheeks and did the same to the twins before she left without another word.

“She is such a bitch sometimes,” Julia said as soon as the door clicked shut.

“Ha. Yes, she is. But at least you know she doesn’t only pick on you.”

Julia smiled sadly and nuzzled her face into Piper’s hair. “I don’t know why that helps, but I guess it does. Equal opportunity horribleness.”

“You’d think we’d be used to it by now.”

She processed that before nodding. “You’d think. I’m not though. Are you?”

I shook my head. “Takes the breath from my lungs every single damn time.”

“Good thing we have each other,” Julia said quietly.

“Good thing.” My smile was easy this time. “You and Cole have fun plans tonight?”

“Nope. Just a chill night, which is good, because he’s been working crazy hours lately.” She set Piper on the floor and stretched after standing from the chair. “Want me to stay and help with dinner?”

“Nah, we’ll be fine. I think I’m going to need a chill night myself after that.”

“You have wine?”

“Is that a serious question?”

She laughed and wrapped me in her arms in a tight hug, like she could force my mom’s words out of my head by sheer will. “Just making sure. I love you, little sister. You’re a damn good mother.”

“Thanks. Now get out of here. Tell Cole I said hi.”

After she left, I sat for a while, just watching my kids play on the floor. Eventually, my mom’s words would settle into my heart, the calloused way she’d delivered them, but now wasn’t the time to let them in.
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Michael

I turned the Shop-Vac off and wiped my face with a damp rag, feeling like I’d never be able get the taste of dust out of my mouth. Demo was fun, but it was dirty as hell. I stretched my hands up to the ceiling and groaned when something popped in my back. It was just dark outside, and I was sure Brooke would be ready to kick my ass out. I’d heard Julia and Mrs. Rossi leave, thankfully not too long after I got there.

Mrs. Rossi. First I thought she was a pretty older woman, more refined than I was expecting considering neither Julia or Brooke were the kind of women who put on airs. But then she opened her mouth about Jacob, and my mouth went sour. If it had been socially permitted to throw her out of her daughter’s house, I would have done it in a heartbeat.

In fact, the whole time I worked, my earphones pumping heavy bass and guitar into my ears, I felt my blood slowly turn into a rolling boil, like a pot that got left on the stove too long. It brought back so many memories. Things I actively tried to forget about from when I was younger. A neighbor throwing out a comment that she didn’t think Tristan or I could hear. That father of his.

Even thinking the words made my skin go cold. What a bitch.

I could’ve left quietly, wave to Brooke and leave her to her evening. But something tugged inside of me, something clawing at my heart that said that wasn’t what she needed. So I switched to one of the clean t-shirts that I kept in my bag and rinsed my face in the sink of the full bath just beyond the plastic.

I could hear her in the twins’ bedroom, and I walked down the hallway loud enough that she wouldn’t be surprised. Her scream from the last time I’d been there made me grin.

But my grin faded instantly when I heard Brooke sniffle around the words of the book she was reading.

“On the night you were born, the moon shone with such wonder that the stars peeked in to see you, and the night wind whispered, Life will never be the same.” Her voice wobbled the entire way through, and I leaned my forehead on the wall just for a second. Me walking in and looking pissed off wouldn’t help her in the slightest. “Because there had never been anyone like you.”

Sniff. Little catching breath.

I shored myself and braced my shoulder on the doorframe. Brooke stopped reading, but she didn’t look up at me. The twins were on her lap drinking from bottles. Piper was half asleep, and Jacob wasn’t far behind. They didn’t even notice that she’d stopped reading, because the gentle rocking of the chair was keeping them hypnotized. Finally, Brooke looked up at me, and I wanted to rip my heart out.

A tear fell down her face, but she couldn’t wipe it away because her arms were full. My jaw clenched from the effort of holding still, of not walking over to her and using my hand to absorb it away from her skin, take it into my own.

In that moment, I hated her mother.

Not just for how she made Brooke feel, but because someday, Jacob would understand what her words meant, and it would soak into his heart like an ink stain.

“Are you hungry?” I asked her quietly, and her forehead creased adorably. “Obviously you’ve got things handled here, but I could make myself useful. Go grab some pizza and some wine.”

“Michael,” she said in a soft voice, never ceasing the rocking of the chair. “I can’t ask you to do that.”

“You’re not. In fact, you don’t have to say anything. If that sounds good, to have pizza and wine with a friend who promises not to flirt with you, then blink twice. I’ll take that as a yes.”

She laughed, and it sounded watery and unsure, which made my heart squeeze in my chest. Then she blinked twice, slowly and deliberately.

“Okay. You finish up here, and I’ll be back. Any preference on toppings?”

When she shook her head, I lifted my chin in acknowledgment and turned to leave.

“Michael?” she said softly. I turned back toward her. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. The pizza might be as terrible as the company.”

We both smiled, and I went to get us some pizza, feeling better than I had all week. It wasn’t until I was driving back to her house with a large margherita pizza and a jumbo-sized bottle of cabernet in the passenger seat of my truck that I felt the slightest twinge of nerves.

The lights were warm inside her house, a welcome comfort from the dark that I knew would be waiting for me at my own house since Tristan was working at the wood shop.

My nerves weren’t because I was uncomfortable, not in the slightest. We had rules in place now, clearly defined boundaries to this tentative new relationship that was unlike any that I’d ever had before. But would that stop me from going back into the house?

Hell no.

I grabbed the pizza and the wine, and tried not to run to the front door, hoping that she didn’t change her mind and decide to lock my ass out.
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The door opened before I could figure out how I was going to knock with my hands full, and Brooke gave me a small smile when she saw the size of the wine bottle tucked underneath my arm.

“Not messing around, huh?”

I shook my head. “Not a chance. I hope you like cabernet.”

Brooke laughed, and the fact that it was lighter and less unsure than when I’d left made me feel like I’d already checked one in the win column for the night. When I set the steaming box on the kitchen counter, I noticed she’d already set out two plates, napkins and stemless wine glasses.

“This feels so adult, doesn’t it?” she asked from behind me. I smiled, but she couldn’t see. When I opened the box, we both inhaled immediately, and Brooke hummed. “I remember the first time I had to set out nice glasses when people came over here for a meal. For some reason, not even being pregnant or buying a house made me feel like an adult. It was thinking through what my nicest glasses were, trying to remember if I had place mats that we could use. That’s what made me feel old.”

Brooke sidled up next to me while I laughed and bumped me out of the way so she could take a large slice of the pizza. I bumped her right back. “Don’t I get the first slice since I drove all the way to get it?”

She glanced at me. “How many dirty diapers did you change today?”

I held my hands up and backed away. It wasn’t weird that I noticed that she hadn’t freshened up before I got back. What was weird was how much I liked that. Brooke wasn’t trying to impress me, she never had. Maybe that’s why I found her so … impressive.

So that I wasn’t standing there and gawking like an idiot, I set about opening the wine so it could breathe a little before we drank it. Opening the drawer closest to me, I found the wine opener, and twisted it into the cork until I was able to pull it out. Brooke took a bite of her food and moaned.

“Humagaw,” she said with a string of cheese still connected to the pizza. Her eyes closed while she swallowed, and I forced my eyes back to the wine. No flirting, no flirting, no flirting. “This is incredible, Michael. Thank you so much.”

“Uh-huh.” I snatched a glass and poured a healthy amount into my glass. Wine wasn’t my favorite, but with Italian food, it was necessary for me. I didn’t sniff it, didn’t roll it around in my mouth before swallowing to catch the nuances of the flavors, just knocked back about half the glass. And Brooke just kept moaning around every bite. I slammed my glass down on the counter.

Her eyes widened and she set down her plate. “What?”

“Rule number three. No orgasm noises when you’re eating pizza. Or when you’re eating anything. Or ever no matter what is happening around you.”

She was trying not to smile. “No matter what?”

I pointed my finger at her. “If I can’t flirt, you can’t flirt.”

Brooke smiled sweetly. “Deal. As long you pour me some wine.”

“I can manage that,” I said warily. After I’d grabbed three slices, we went to the couch and sat on opposite ends. Brooke didn’t say much while she flipped through the channel guide. I kept waiting for her to say something. Make small talk. Ask me what the hell I was doing there. But she didn’t.

And it wasn’t weird at all.

Eventually, she found some reruns of The Sopranos, and we settled in with full bellies and empty wine glasses. I refilled hers after one episode, but switched to water since I’d have to drive home eventually. We’d laugh, make a few comments about the show, but that was it. Nothing was said about her mom, or what she said to Jacob. Of course, I was curious about who the father was, what his role was in their lives, but it didn’t seem like much of anything from what Julia had said.

In between bites of room temperature pizza, I flipped it around my head like a Rubik’s Cube, this faceless person. What kind of man did it take to walk out on your pregnant girlfriend simply because you weren’t expecting it? And not only that … but the coward stayed away.

My dad hadn’t been around much, inconsistent visits, constantly breaking his promises to me and Tristan when we were younger. Once we hit thirteen, my mom gave us the choice. If we didn’t want to see him, we didn’t have to. We didn’t have to take him up on his offers of a camping trip, or visit to whatever house he was living in at the time.

I’d said yes more than Tristan, probably because I’d been desperate for something, anything, from our father.

And even though I didn’t personally know Brooke’s ex, what I did know was that he was the weakest kind of person. He forced ignorance on himself, chose to look the other way when he had an incredible gift at his disposal. There was a tragedy in being that kind of person, the kind of tragedy that was almost impossible to overcome.

“You solving the world’s problems over there?” Brooke asked quietly, like she didn’t want to startle me.

Even so, I took a deep breath and angled toward her on the couch. My forehead wrinkled while I thought about how to answer. Normally, I’d throw out some line about how my serious look was a guarantee for a phone number, but this was Brooke. She’d basically stripped away all my usual weapons. Now I was just left with … well … me, I guess. Just Michael.

Damn it.

Telling her more about my mom, my dad, all of it, rested on the tip of my tongue. But instead, I swallowed it down. Now wasn’t the time. But eventually, it would be.

“As many of them as I can, at least,” I told her honestly.

Brooke regarded me curiously, like I was a puzzle piece she couldn’t quite fit into place. In the dim light of the room, her skin glowed blue from the TV screen.

“You’re not what I expected, Michael.”

I laughed and shook my head. “I hear that a lot.”

As evasive as my answer was, she accepted it and turned back to the TV.

And that night was what started our strange new schedule, a routine I never thought I’d find myself in. I’d left when Brooke yawned behind her hand, only heading to my truck when she’d locked the door behind me. The days that I worked on her house, and I mean every single day I was there for the next week, I stayed to hang out with her once my work was finished. The second day it happened, she gave me this look, and I knew she didn’t want me to leave. It wasn’t spurred by sadness, not like the first time. Brooke was lonely. Despite being around people all the time, despite a complete lack of downtime, Brooke was lonely.

That was something I recognized. My loneliness didn’t bother me. But I kept staying because I just plain liked her. And every new thing I learned about Brooke just pushed that feeling deeper and deeper under my skin, like a burr I couldn’t dislodge even if I wanted to.

Chinese takeout was her favorite. She would not eat it on a plate because she said it tasted better in the carton. She refused to back down if she thought she was right. That shouldn’t have been so attractive, but it was.

“That’s just wrong,” she laughed. “You’re wrong. I’m right.”

“It’s not a right or wrong kind of question,” I argued, pointing my chopsticks at her. “You’re placing way too much validity on your own opinion.”

Brooke threw up her hands. “It’s not too much when my opinion is the right one.”

“You cannot factually prove that Sean Connery was the best James Bond.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Wanna bet?”

“No. No, I do not want to bet because the next thing I know, you’ll have a forty page thesis on why you think you’re right.” I shoveled more pad thai in my mouth and rolled my eyes at the way she was grinning at me.

“Smart man. You’d lose your money anyway.”

I held her eyes while I swallowed my food. “Brooke,” I said in a warning tone. “Drop it.”

“No one, literally no one I know who loves those movies would ever put Roger Moore or Daniel Craig in front of Connery.”

“Me! I would. Craig humanized him. He’s got the dry humor without losing the complete bad-assness that Bond needs. You’re crazy.”

When she opened her mouth, I laid my hand over her lips. They were soft against my palm, and my heart started racing. From her lips against my hand. Probably meant I should run, not walk, out of there.

She shoved my hand away. “Rule number four. Or five, or whatever it is. No covering my mouth when I’m about to speak, unless you value your man parts.”

“Fine,” I conceded with a gracious nod. “Rule number six, because I respect our rules enough to keep track of how many there are, you are not allowed to have satiny soft lips because it does strange things to my head when I have to cover your mouth when you’re about to talk. Which I will not be doing anymore.”

Brooke burst out laughing. Her eyes tracked over my face, full of amusement and I think some affection. Great, now she was looking at me like I was a puppy or something. But there was still something about her. Something that made me want to keep our relationship completely intact, no changes, no substitutions, no alterations. Because one shift, and it could all fall out of focus. And I was enjoying it too much for that to happen.

Another thing I learned, on day two of hanging out, was if there was a stretch of silence too long, Brooke usually broke it by asking me random questions. The third night hanging out with her that week, I found myself pushing my work hours later so that I could more easily stay after the twins went to bed. God bless those little chunkers, once they were out, they usually stayed asleep the entire time I was there.

“What’s your favorite show?”

“Like, ever? Or currently airing?”

She considered that. “Can be either.”

I dropped my head back onto the couch and stared at the ceiling while I thought about my answer. “I don’t watch much TV anymore, but currently airing, I’d say Game of Thrones.”

Brooke snorted into her wine glass. This time I’d planned ahead and bought the kind of riesling she liked before I got there to frame out the extension to the laundry room. “You and the rest of the world.”

My head rolled to the side so I could give her a look. “All time, no contest, it’s Cheers.”

She lifted her eyebrows at that. “Really?”

“That surprises you?” I could have explained to her about how sitting down and watching Cheers with my mom was one of the traditions that Tristan and I never broke as we got older. Sure, we were young when it started, but I couldn’t remember a time when Thursday nights didn’t include a huge bowl of popcorn and Cheers. It made us laugh, and there were plenty of times when that was the only thing that we looked forward to on a weekly basis.

Brooke narrowed her eyes at me. “I guess it shouldn’t. Sam Malone is probably your idol for how to live life.”

As much as I wanted her comment to sting, as much as I waited for it to make me feel uncomfortable that she still viewed me as the player, the manwhore who couldn’t commit, I had to recognize my own culpability in how she viewed me. My friends said shit to me like that all the time. How’d I’d slept through half the women in the greater Denver area, even though it wasn’t even remotely true. And because they thought that about me, which I never corrected, their wives and girlfriends believed it of me. Of course Brooke would think it was true, because I’d never done a single thing to dissuade anyone in my life that it wasn’t.

Our conversations hadn’t ventured into the serious yet, I pushed my tongue against the inside wall of my cheek and let out a slow breath through my nose. Would Brooke believe me if I turned and told her that everything she knew about me was complete exaggeration?

Out of the corner of my eye, I glanced at her, at the stubborn tilt of her chin, the berry color of her lips, the mass of dark hair piled on top of her head in a messy knot. There was no artifice about Brooke, and maybe she would’ve believed me. Taken my truth for what it was. But I kept it in.

Stupid, I know. I get frustrated with myself too, trust me.

As it was, that truth acted as a sort of buffer between us. A safe-zone. Brooke probably thought that my inability to commit was part of a larger issue, and that her being a single mother and all the responsibilities that came with her made her less appealing to me. Responsibility didn’t scare me. I’d just never found anyone, or anything, that made me want to fight for it.

So instead of making a new rule, one where she wasn’t allowed to assume things about my life, unless she was willing to ask me first if it was true, I just smiled at her. So if she wanted to assume that Sam Malone was my idol, and factored into why I was the way I was, I’d let her believe it. For now. “Somethin’ like that. You have to admit, all the ladies loved him.”

“I suppose,” she sighed. “He did have the best hair ever.”

On day six, I learned that Brooke was a truly, magnificently awful dancer. I came down the hallway and she was dancing in front of the twins, messy and covered in spaghetti sauce in their respective high chairs. The version of the running man that I saw before me was one of the worst I’d ever seen. And I laughed until I had tears in my eyes.

“Shut up,” she whined before she punched me in the stomach. When I used her hand to wipe my tears away, she cracked a smile, even though her cheeks were bright red.

Her smile dropped though when I set her hand on my heart, still laughing too hard to drop it.

“Rule eight,” Brooke said quietly and extracted her hand from mine. “No holding hands.”

I straightened and gave her a nod.

“Rule nine,” I countered. “Don’t ever do that dance move. Ever, ever again.”

She scoffed, but was smiling when she turned away. That night, she forced me to watch a dance movie, and I wanted to gouge my eyes out. Did I leave though? Hell no. I also learned that Brooke was completely unashamed of her dancing, because she had no problem attempting to recreate the moves in the movie right in front of me.

On day eight, I couldn’t wait to figure out what I’d learn next, but when Tristan and I were leaving the shop, he stared at me the entire time I packed my bag up, complete with a clean t-shirt and jeans for when I was done working at Brooke’s.

“Something you want to know, brother?” I asked over my shoulder.

He grunted.

I rolled my eyes. “If that’s a no, try using your words like a big boy.”

As I zipped my bag shut and turned around, he still said nothing. I looked up at him, and he was scratching the side of his face.

I lifted a finger. “You should shave. The beard with the long hair is just too overwhelming. You’ll start causing women to spontaneously conceive if you keep walking around like a hipster dream come true.”

He just stared. And Tristan’s unblinking stare was awfully unnerving. I’d been on the receiving end my entire life, and it still made me twitchy. Because what came after it was usually something I didn’t want to hear.

“You haven’t been home much,” he said, voice scratchy like he hadn’t used it all week or something.

Keep it casual. Don’t prolong eye contact. If you bolt right now, he’ll know you’re panicking.

“I told you I’m doing some side work at Brooke’s house.”

“Mmmhmm.”

Damn him and his loaded sound effect responses. He didn’t say anything else, and neither did I.

“What?” I snapped.

Tristan’s eyebrows lifted incrementally, because snapping was not something I normally did.

“You tell me,” he said evenly. “Something’s different, little brother. I’m not sure what, but something is. And if it has to do with Brooke, you better be careful.”

I laughed. “Are you threatening me away from her?”

“Nope.” He crossed his arms over his chest. Oh, he so was.

“We’re just friends.”

“Okay.” Tristan looked away. Freaking finally. With efficient movements, he snapped a rubber band from around his wrist and pulled his hair back. He only glanced at me once more before leaving the shop, but it was rife with brotherly concern, and a hard edge I didn’t normally see aimed at me.

I couldn’t shake it while I worked on drilling the sheetrock into place at Brooke’s. Each push of my drill, each bead of sweat that snaked down my spine while I worked with angrier movements than were necessary, I heard his stupid Mmmmhmmm. What was I doing?

Brooke wasn’t my girlfriend, but I was certainly taking up an awful lot of her time. The twins were so young that my presence didn’t matter to them one way or another, but how would I have felt if some dude had been over almost every night, hanging out with my mom but offering her nothing of substance?

I’d have hated him. Thought he was selfish. Everything that my friends probably already thought of me. That Brooke probably still believed of me too.

So instead of changing into clean clothes and washing my face off, I pushed past the plastic and wiped my dirty hands onto my already dirty jeans. My smile was polite, and it stayed that way when Brooke’s face brightened.

“Hey, do I have walls now?”

I nodded. “Feel free to look after I’m all cleared out.”

Her eyes narrowed a little. “You’re not staying?”

The brick in my stomach at her disappointed tone grew heavier and heavier. “I can’t. I’ve got stuff to take care of that I’ve been neglecting the last week or so.”

“Oh.”

Jacob squawked from the family room and Brooke glanced over at them.

“I should go,” I said into the awkward silence.

Her eyes rallied first, the disappointment and surprise warming into something slightly friendlier, then her lips followed, curving into a smile that I’d never seen before. Probably a mirror image of the one I was giving her.

“Have a good night. Thanks for letting me know you’re finished.”

“Yeah, sure.”

This sucked. Sucked with a capital S.

I wasn’t the martyr. I wasn’t the guy who upset someone I genuinely cared about because they were better off. But that night I was, apparently. Because I picked up my tools, slung my bag over my shoulder, and walked out the back door without a backwards glance.


Nine

Brooke




There were two things I was looking forward to on that particular Friday night.

First, the pint of Half Baked that was waiting for me in the freezer.

Second, I knew Michael was due to work on the salon later that evening, and I was fully intending to hold that ice cream hostage until he told me exactly why he’d ghosted my ass the other night.

Of course, those two things being the highlight of my Friday evening probably meant my existence was entirely pathetic for a twenty-eight year old. The fact that the twins were entranced by a Baby Einstein DVD, the yoga pants I was wearing were clean, and I’d remembered to put on deodorant that morning just meant I was winning all the things.

Which is why I was more than a little taken off guard when Julia and Cole barged through the front door.

“I’m kidnapping you,” she announced, hands on hips, big sister voice in full effect.

I rolled my eyes. “Uh-huh.”

She pointed behind her to Cole, my towering hulk of a brother-in-law. “He’s babysitting. You’ve been working too much, and getting ready for the twins’ birthday party this weekend and you need a break. You have ten minutes to get ready.”

My eyes shifted from Julia to Cole and back again. He held up his hands like, do not ask me, and then settled on the floor by the twins. Jacob attacked him instantly and Piper smacked his face.

“You’re…” my voice trailed off because my brain hadn’t exactly caught up.

“Kidnapping you,” Julia finished. “We haven’t had a proper girls’ night since you had the twins, so get your ass down the hall, change your clothes, put on some lipstick, and get in the car.”

“So bossy,” I grumbled, but I couldn’t deny my excitement at the immediate change of plans. I’d had a few girlfriends at the salon, but they were a couple years younger than me, and the role of single mom to twins just wasn’t quite what any of them had in mind for a good time, so our friendships had faded out. It wasn’t their fault, not entirely. I could’ve worked harder to maintain them, but all my spare energy went into things like, remember to shower today and don’t forget to feed the children.

I poked my head around the corner. “They haven’t had dinner yet, by the way.”

Julia waved me off. “I’ll tell him what he needs to do. Go.”

Right.

The going-out section of my closet was about as untouched for the last eighteen months as my hoohah, so it took me a solid chunk of my ten minutes to find some ripped skinny jeans that made my ass look phenomenal, a flowy white shirt that was entirely inappropriate for Denver in early November (thank goodness for my coat addiction from the early ‘00s), and giant silver hoops that made me feel like a goddess.

I ran down the hallway and held up two different necklaces. “Choker or long pendant?”

Julia shifted Piper in her arms and squinted at my choices. “Neither. You don’t need a necklace with those earrings.”

“Valid point.” I tossed them onto the bathroom counter, slicked nude lipstick on puckered lips, swiped some mascara over my lashes and pinched my cheeks. When I turned to the side, I couldn’t help but nod. “Not too shabby, I have to say.”

“Quit staring at yourself and let’s go,” Julia yelled from down the hall.

“Where are we going?” I asked while I slipped my arms into my leather jacket.

“We’re meeting Kat, Rory and Anna at some place that Rory found and wants to try. Union Lodge Number one?”

“You know, I asked that question before I remembered that I have no social life and therefore have no clue where any of these places are.”

She smiled.

“Cole, did she go over the bedtime routine with you?”

He nodded, completely at ease with my two little monkeys crawling all over him. “I’m all set. She made me sign a contract in blood that I wouldn’t keep them up past their Brooke-appointed bedtime.”

“Pajamas are set out,” Julia said from behind me, “he took copious notes on what they can eat for dinner, and he promises not to give them beer or cigars or anything else illegal.”

Cole blew a raspberry on Piper’s stomach. “Not until you’re at least five, kiddo.”

I kissed the kids, Julia kissed Cole, and fifteen minutes after they walked into my house, we were pulling out of my driveway and heading downtown. The leaves had fallen off the trees quickly after we had the first hard frost of the year, and the spindly branches gave my street an eerie quality, even with the sun still shining.

The snow-capped peaks of the mountains out the car window still thrilled me to no end, even after living in Denver pretty much my entire life. My parents met and were married on the east coast, and Julia had more memories of living in Connecticut than I did, but Colorado was the only place I’d considered home.

By the time we found parking and huddled together to walk the couple blocks to the bar, I’d forgotten about my ice cream in the freezer, and felt a strange relief at not having to face Michael. The way he’d left the other night was so bizarre after a … well, really awesome week of hanging out. Complications sprang up everywhere, and that was the last thing I needed in my life. Which meant that Julia’s kidnapping was providential, a necessary intervention that I probably would never have staged for myself.

Through the floor to ceiling glass windows in the front, we could see Rory and Anna in a tufted leather booth sipping on elaborate cocktails. Julia and I slipped through the creaky wooden doors and into the packed warmth of the very hipster-y bar. So many mustaches and black-framed glasses, oh my.

Rory gave me a side hug when I sat down next to her in the booth. I accepted it gladly, still amazed that the sleek, blonde beauty who was married to Cole’s friend Garrett was so friendly to me, simply because I was Julia’s sister. “I’m so glad you could come. You look amazing, by the way.”

“Thanks, so do you.” I eyed her black off the shoulder top with serious envy. “I probably don’t want to know how much that cost.”

She smiled over the rim of her martini glass. “Probably not. Brooke, you know my sister-in-law, Anna, right?”

Anna grinned at me, and I marveled again at how freaking beautiful she was, all flawless olive skin and cheekbones that would make an angel weep. And her hair. Oh, her glossy black hair. My fingers twitched in my lap because of how badly I wanted to do her hair. Thankfully, social graces had been practically beaten into us as children, so I refrained from reaching out and touching it.

But if she offered, I would not be saying no.

“Yeah,” I told Rory, “Anna was at my house a couple weeks ago actually. She gave me some great design advice for the salon I’m having put in.”

Rory’s eyes sharpened with interest. “That’s right. Michael’s doing that for you, right?”

Julia coughed into her hand, and I narrowed my eyes at her.

Our waitress came by the table to take our drink orders, so I couldn’t press her on what that little sound meant. The cocktail menu was like a history lesson, each drink with a thorough description of its origins and ingredients. Because I thought she might look down on me if I asked for whatever had the most alcohol in it, I pointed at the first thing I saw.

“I’ll, uhh, I’ll have the Martinez?”

She nodded and took our orders to the bar.

“So,” Anna said in a sneaky voice that I did not like at all. “Michael, huh?”

“No.” I pointed my finger at her. “No, nope, no. Don’t take that match-makery tone with me.”

Rory snorted. “She just knows Michael. We all do. You can’t tell me he’s not the biggest flirt you’ve ever met in your life.”

With a sigh, I ran my hands over the leather on either side of my legs. “Isn’t there anything else we can talk about?”

Rory lifted a perfectly manicured eyebrow. “Well, let’s see … Garrett and I are a boring old married couple who do nothing but work and screw each other senseless when not working. Anna is married to a man with the personality of a lamp post and refuses to leave him even though he doesn’t know she exists and Julia is waiting not-so-patiently to either be given a foster baby that she can cuddle until the end of time, or get pregnant. How’s that for a recap?”

My jaw fell open and I looked frantically at Anna and Julia. Julia shook her head and laughed, and I knew my sister well enough that the sound wasn’t forced or uncomfortable. Anna shifted in her seat and gave her sister-in-law a speaking glance, loaded with so much subtext that I almost choked on it.

“Umm,” I said weakly. “I guess that’s pretty good.”

Rory looked at me expectantly and I had to admit, she was incredibly intimidating when she looked expectant. Thankfully, I was saved by Kat rushing up to the table and scooching us all closer on our side of the bench.

“Holy hannah, I’m sorry I’m late.” She unwound a bright blue scarf from around her neck and her messy blonde hair settled around her shoulders. “What did I miss?”

“We’re trying to get Brooke to spill the beans about Michael doing work at her house and she’s trying to deflect.”

Kat’s eyes were round in her pixie face. “Don’t deflect. Rory doesn’t like it when you do that. It’s so much easier to just tell her what she wants to know.”

We were still laughing about that when the waitress delivered our drinks. Mine was freaking delicious, the gin and bitters making me moan shamelessly as it warmed my throat and belly all the way down. When I opened my eyes, they were all staring at me. Even Julia, who I was now going to brand as a dirty little traitor for making me face this particular firing squad.

I moaned and dropped my head back. “There’s nothing to tell. Michael and I are friends. Seriously.”

“Just friends?” Kat asked. “Come on, we all know him. Having platonic female friends is hardly up his alley.”

My first instinct was to defend Michael. Tell them how amazing he’d been to me, to my kids. How he showed Jacob how to hold a hammer. How he swooped in with pizza and wine and was the only thing that stopped me from having a complete emotional breakdown from the callous words out of my mother’s mouth. But if I did that, they’d think I was into Michael.

And we were just friends.

“Just friends,” I said and damn it, I even sounded convincing. Go me. “We hang out sometimes after he finishes working. And I made rules. He can’t flirt.”

“And he obeys that rule?” Julia asked on a laugh.

“He does.” I shrugged and traced the condensation on my glass. “It’s nice to have someone to hang out with sometimes.”

Quiet covered the table, the hum of conversation and laughter around the bar kept it from being awkward, but I still felt it nonetheless. My relationship with Michael wasn’t something I had to explain and rationalize. It worked for us. Or did before he bolted the other night.

“We can understand that,” Julia said.

“But he’s so hot,” Anna interjected immediately, and the girls all laughed. Even I did, because yes. Yes he was. “And when I was there a couple weeks ago, there was sparkage. Like, I could see all the little lightning bolts between you two.” She leaned forward and fixed me with a serious look. “Lightning bolts. You can’t ignore that stuff once you see it.”

I covered my face with my hands and groaned, much to their delight.

“I know,” I admitted behind my palms, because maybe that made it less of an admission when it was hidden behind my skin. “I know there are lightning bolts. It sucks. It sucks so bad, you guys. I don’t have time in my life for lightning bolts. Lightning bolts need to stay far, far away from me right now.”

Kat sighed, and I hated how dreamy it sounded. In fact, I was shaking my head before she even started talking.

“But I don’t see why it’s such a bad thing. He obviously likes you.”

My hands dropped from my face. “He hasn’t made a single move. Not that I want him to right now,” I clarified when her eyes brightened.

“I agree with Kat,” Julia said. “Michael wouldn’t spend so much time with just any woman. He clearly doesn’t mind your baggage.”

“Oh, thanks. Nice nickname for my children.”

“It’s more than the kids, and you know it,” she replied gently.

I tapped my chin after taking another healthy sip of my drink. “You mean like our horribly selfish parents and my absentee baby daddy who is Lord knows where?”

“Yeah. Like that.”

“You really don’t know where the kids’ dad is?” Anna asked.

Ugh. Great. And now Kevin was responsible for yet another shit thing. He cast a pall over girls’ night. What a dirty, jerkish pall-caster.

“Nope.” In my head, my answer came off as flippant and unconcerned, but the weight in that one word was enough to make every face looking at me darken in concern. “He was never a social media guy and the number I had for him was disconnected pretty soon after he left. Dad said he’d hire a P.I. if I really wanted to track him down, but,” I shrugged and stared at the table, not wanting to meet anyone’s eyes, “I think I was too pissed about him leaving me to even want to try and find him. I think I was afraid that if he was found, he’d still refuse to step up and help. Not knowing where he is almost makes it easier.”

“I didn’t know that,” Julia said quietly. “That dad offered to hire someone to find Kevin.”

“I don’t really like to talk about it.”

“We don’t blame you,” Rory said, giving me a small smile. “And we won’t give you shit about Michael.”

I waved her off. “No, it’s fine. Really. Because we’re just friends.”

“Friends who you stare at like you want to rip their clothes off,” Anna mumbled. “Seriously, what is in that Whitfield gene pool? They are …” She shook her head and let out a slow breath. “Yeah.”

Not helpful. So not helpful. I looked around the table. “Could someone step on her foot for me?”

Rory raised her hand. “I will.”

Kat laughed and touched my arm. “Listen, we all love Michael. But we also know exactly how he deals with relationships. You two are adults. If you decide you want the lightning bolts, maybe he’s your guy.”

I sighed. “I can’t. It would be too complicated.”

“Then just use him for his,” Rory paused and cleared her throat. “For his power tools.”

“I bet that boy’s drill is in excellent working condition,” Anna whispered, then slapped a hand over her mouth when we all burst out laughing. “What? It probably is.”

I fanned my face as discreetly as possible. Did they crank the heat in the bar?

Rory took a small sip of her drink and nailed me with a comically innocent look. “And how long has it been since you’ve seen any drill action?”

Julia held up her hands. “Okay, this is still my little sister we’re talking about. And Michael.”

“You know she had kids, right?” Anna asked. “Did you assume it was immaculate conception?”

I snickered, happy that the topic was shifting a little.

My face was burning at the thought of Michael’s tools, but my smile was wide and by the time Julia and I hugged everyone goodbye, my stomach hurt from laughing. It was only ten when we walked quickly back to her car, the frigid air cutting through my jacket like it wasn’t there, but I had a healthy buzz going so I didn’t feel like I wanted to die. Healthy enough that I prayed fervently that Michael was not still at my house when we got back.

Because now all I could think about were things like hammering and nails and drills and what his abs looked like underneath all those stupid white t-shirts he favored. Please, oh please, I chanted in my head. Please be gone.

Of course he wasn’t gone. His truck was in the driveway like a giant white harbinger of doom, or harbinger of me having zilch in the willpower department. I couldn’t tell which was worse.

“Michael is still here,” Julia mused. She sounded smarmy, too. Naturally, I punched her in the shoulder. “Oww. Defensive much?”

Instead of answering, I let out a deep sigh and stared at my house through the windshield of her car. “I don’t know what to do about that man. I made a rule that he’s not allowed to work without a shirt on because I can’t be held accountable for my actions when he doesn’t. His abs, Julia. They’re so beautiful, I almost cried.”

Julia tried to keep a straight face. After about two point three seconds, she lost the battle, dissolving into cackles of laughter that only a big sister can manage to pull off. She wiped under her eyes, and I shoved my car door open. “Oh, come on. I’m sorry! That’s funny.”

I slammed the door behind me and managed to walk to the front door in a straight line, which was impressive considering the amount of gin still floating through my body. Julia hurried behind me, still laughing under her breath when I unlocked the front door.

Cole and Michael were sitting on the couch, laughing at something they were watching. Michael’s smile, swear to high heaven, it made me so tingly that I all but sprinted into the kitchen without saying a word to them. This was all Anna’s fault. Lightning bolts and drills and friends looking at you like they wanted to rip your clothes off.

UGH.

“Welcome home,” Cole called out after me. I think I waved over my shoulder, but I didn’t stop until I was in front of the fridge. My options were open the freezer door and shove my head inside until my internal temperature went down a couple degrees, or chug an entire gallon of water and hope that the alcohol came out of my system fast.

“Water,” I whispered. “Definitely water.”

“Talking to yourself?” Michael asked from behind me.

I screamed and whipped around, my hand clasped over my heart. “You need to cut that shit out. Someday I’m going to have a heart attack and you’ll feel really bad.”

His eyes tracked over me, slow and steady, and oh man, did that not help anything. “You look nice.”

Do not swoon. Do not go all melty. “Thanks,” I said weakly instead. “Julia kidnapped me.”

“So I heard.” He kept talking with a little smirk on his face. I hated it. I hated it because it was so attractive on him. “Cole managed all right as a babysitter.”

And hallelujah, my favorite brother-in-law ever chose that moment to come into the kitchen. “All right? I was awesome. They both told me at bed time that I’m their second favorite person in the world.”

I laughed and turned around to pour myself a giant glass of water. “Did they now?”

“Cole, we should go,” Julia said. I glared at her over my shoulder and she glared right back as she wrapped her arm through her husband’s.

Cole looked down at her, clearly confused, but then Julia got that meaningful wifely look in her eye and he nodded. “Yes. Yes we should.” He slapped Michael on the back. “Good to see you, man. Thanks for keeping me company. Brooke, you’re raising the smartest set of twins in the history of the world. Keep it up.”

Michael laughed, and I managed a strangled goodbye when they scurried out, whispering to each other the entire way. Fricken traitors. The front door slammed, and Michael and I stood in loaded silence while their car started and backed out of the driveway.

“Have fun tonight?” he asked, still smirking. Why was he smirking? Was I being tested by a higher power?

“Mmhmm.” I looked away and took a sip of water. Then another.

He was still staring. Still smirking.

I slammed my water glass down on the counter. “Rule number eighty-seven. No smirking when you look at me like that.”

His smile spread and he crossed his arms over his chest. “We’re hardly at eighty-seven, unless you’re making up rules in your head that you’re not sharing. If so, you’re required to share. That’s rule number ”

You know that vein in a guy’s arm? The one that splits down the top of biceps? Michael had that vein. When his arms were crossed like that, oh lawdy, did it make that vein prominent against his muscle. I wanted to bite it.

“You need to leave,” I blurted out.

Michael’s eyebrows popped up in surprise. “What?”

“Umm. Yeah. I think you need to leave. I’m … really tired. The gin I had is making me, uhh, sleepy.”

Now his eyebrows were folded down over his eyes. Actually, he looked a little worried. “Is this because I bolted the other night? I’m sorry about—”

“No,” I interrupted and held up my hand. Because really, I could not hear him be sweet. I’d mount him like a stallion if he did one more thing to fray my already thin willpower. I was never drinking gin again. It did evil things to my head. “It’s not that. I’m just …” I floundered, pleading at him with my buzzed little eyes, because if he pushed me on this, I wouldn’t be able to hold it in.

“Really tired,” he finished, a soft smile on his face. It wasn’t the smirk, but it was almost as bad.

“Yeah.”

“Sure thing.” Michael cleared his throat and nodded at me. “I’ll let myself out.”

“Yeah.”

He was almost out the door when he stopped and looked back at me. “Is it still okay if I’m back tomorrow to work? I was hoping to have all the drywall mud sanded and cleaned up before their party.”

“Yeah.”

Michael narrowed his eyes. “You okay?”

I blinked. Took a deep breath. Then I nodded. “Yeah. I’m okay. And that’s fine.”

It was so obvious he didn’t want to leave, but he did, closing the door gently behind him. It opened up again, and his head popped through. “Lock up behind me. I’m not leaving until I hear it.”

I managed to smile at him, but it was wobbly. I did as he asked, sliding the dead bolt with a decisive click. His steps off the porch were muffled by the door, and I slumped against it when I heard his truck fire up.

“Oh, this is bad,” I whispered.
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My experience with women—which wasn’t insubstantial—had taught me a thing or two over the years. The most important thing I’d taken from my weird exit from Brooke’s house the night before was that she didn’t hate me for bolting. Yes, she hadn’t been sober, but I knew sexual tension. It was so thick around her, I could have reached out and touched it.

In fact, it probably would’ve scalded my skin, it was so potent. And as much as that had the potential to complicate things between me and Brooke, I pulled into the driveway the next day with a slight feeling of trepidation. My momentary guilt in spending so much time with her dissipated quickly after I’d left a few nights ago. In fact, I realized how stupid I was being pretty much as soon as I got back home and Tristan asked me what the hell I was doing home so early.

Brooke was my friend. There was a level of comfort with her that I didn’t even have with the guys, and while that should have shaken me to the core, I simply found myself missing it the last couple nights. As enjoyable as it was to hang out with Cole while the girls were out, I just missed Brooke.

The garage was empty when I let myself in, which was probably for the best. The salon was completely framed in, the second coat of drywall mud dry after what I’d done the day before. Even though the floors were still bare, I looked around the space and nodded happily. We’d doubled her space to work, and the enclosed space for the washer and dryer would keep the room looking like anything but the typical laundry room. I slipped my earbuds in and pulled out my clear safety glasses and mask.

Sanding dry wall mud was messy business, and more than an hour later, I had a coat of white dust everywhere. In between songs, I could hear the chatter of Brooke and the twins, and nerves made an unaccustomed trip through my stomach. When I looked at my phone, it was later than I’d thought, which meant I’d been sanding for close to two hours. I could leave the room, go say hi, but since I wasn’t sure what my reception would be, I stayed put until I was completely finished working.

After plugging the Shop-Vac in, I went to work cleaning up as much dust as possible. Briefly, I contemplated using it on my hair, but instead, I ruffled it with my hands and tried to get as much dust as possible out that way. When I swept past the plastic blocking off the salon from the rest of the house, I found chaos.

The dining room table was covered in shit. Not literal shit, thank goodness. But little plastic bags and water bottles, random bins of food and small stacks of papers in various shapes and sizes. The twins were screaming in their high chairs, and Brooke was slumped over the kitchen island, banging her forehead against the granite.

“Umm, you okay?”

If she was surprised by my presence, she didn’t show it. Just made a small sob of surrender. “No.”

I braced my hands on my hips and assessed the situation. “What can I do to make it better?”

Brooke lifted her head, and I schooled my face as much as possible. All that dark hair was piled on top of her head in a crazy, and I mean crazy, ponytail bun thing. There were dark circles under her eyes, and on the shoulder of her shirt, there were some orange spots that looked suspiciously like spaghetti sauce.

“I kicked you out last night,” she said with a miserable look on her face.

I nodded, not surprised she didn’t answer my question. “You did.”

“And the time before that, you ran out of here like the three horsemen of the apocalypse were after you.”

I nodded again, ridiculously charmed by her. “True.”

“I’m sorry I told you that you can’t smirk at me. I do actually like your smirk.”

“Good to know.” I scratched the side of my face, licked my lips before I decided if I should just tell her. “I booked out of here because I was feeling selfish for taking up so much of your time. Not because I didn’t want to hang out with you. I do actually like that very much. In the vein of honesty that we find ourselves in.”

It was the right move, because Brooke smiled at me. “That’s so stupid.”

I laughed. And there I was expecting her to have mercy on me in my moment of vulnerability. I nodded at the mess on the table. “For the party tomorrow?”

She sighed and looked over it like it had done her personal injury. “Yes.”

“How about I help with … whatever all that shit is supposed to be.”

Brooke dumped some puff things on the trays in front of the twins, and they munched happily. “As bad as I feel making you stay here and help me make party favors, I’m not going to turn down the help. I bit off a little bit more than I can chew when I told my mother I was perfectly capable of handling it myself.” After a brief, self-deprecating smile, she eyed me. “No offense though, you need to do something about yourself before you touch a single other thing in this house.”

Looking down at myself, I couldn’t blame her. I looked like someone had dumped a five gallon bucket of dust over my head. “Do you care if I grab a shower?”

She blinked a few times and then cleared her throat. “Ahh, no. You can use the one back there or the master. Up to you.”

I swallowed. Using Brooke’s shower felt like too much. I hooked a thumb over my shoulder. “I can use this one.”

“Yeah.” With jerky movements, she turned and started putting dirty dishes in the dishwasher. “Clean towels are under the sink.”

“Thanks.”

I couldn’t see her face when I turned to go, but she looked to the side just enough that I could see bright red spots on her cheekbones.

Sexual tension, I’m telling you. I could spot it, smell it, taste it, from fifty yards.

With a deep breath, I grabbed my duffel that held my clean t-shirt and jeans, shut the door of her bathroom behind me and started stripping out of my dusty clothes. Just a thin layer of drywall and paint between me and Brooke.

I’d showered at friends’ houses before. Many times.

When I cranked the water as cold as it would go, I laughed. Every time I told myself that Brooke was just a friend, the lie sank deeper and deeper into my brain. To the point where I almost believed it.

What I didn’t know is whether she did or not.
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“There’s a naked man in my house,” I said out loud, just to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.

The twins munched happily on their puffs, oblivious to my complete mental freakout. Not just any naked man, which was bad enough, but Michael.

Michael.

“Holy shit,” I whispered and slumped against the counter behind me. Suddenly, the complete mess that was me was in need of an overhaul. Because the naked man who was making me think very, very dirty thoughts in the last thirty-six hours was naked in my house.

Okay, fine. It was longer than thirty-six hours. The grip on my sanity was tenuous, at best. There was a drumbeat under my skin, pushing my heart to race it’s steady, thrumming rhythm. The twins were occupied, and the sound of the water running in the bathroom was too loud. Too real. Every time I could hear it splashing against the tub floor, like he’d sluiced it from his chest or arms or, gulp, stomach, my skin got hot.

Next thing I knew, I was sprinting to my bedroom, whipping my clothes off and searching through the piles on the floor for something a little less hot mess and bit more oh this ol’ thing? I just threw this on.

But like, not super obvious. I just didn’t want Michael looking at me with pity, wondering whether I was on the verge of cracking. Which, ironically enough, I was. Because of him. In the back of my head, I knew that I was only one thing away from snapping completely.

I slipped some clean leggings on, the ones that Julia told me made my ass look amazing, followed by the soft pink wide-necked t-shirt that always fell off my shoulders. A hysterical laugh bubbled up my throat.

“What am I doing?” I asked my reflection in the large mirror I had propped up against the wall by my bed. The girl staring back at me couldn’t answer. But the color was high in her face, and the brightness in her eyes was something I hadn’t seen in a while.

Nothing. I was doing nothing. Just putting on clean clothes and making sure it didn’t look like a family of birds had taken up residence in my hair. Nothing wrong with that. Then I sniffed my armpits. Okay, and adding deodorant and some of my Satsuma lotion. Just in case.

By the time I went back into the kitchen, the twins were out of puffs, and the shower was turned off. My hand shook slightly as I unbuckled Piper from her high chair and set her down on the floor. Her hands gripped my thighs while I pulled her brother out. He yanked on the neck of my t-shirt, pulling it even wider.

“Hey, mister. Be nice. Mommy doesn’t need to flash anyone.”

A quick glance behind me to make sure Michael hadn’t chosen that moment to come out of the bathroom, and I could breathe a sigh of relief. I was still a solid hour from bedtime, so I settled the twins in their exersaucers and popped in a DVD that, apparently, was guaranteed to triple their IQ or something. At this rate, they should be speaking to me in French. I tried not to use TV as a babysitter, because it was too easy, but the pile of complete bullshit on the kitchen table was not going to make itself.

I was separating the small plastic bags and stickers for the s’mores that people could take home, and counted out the labels for the water bottles. It was official. I’d lost my damn mind. It was like Pinterest exploded all over my kitchen, and all because I wanted to prove to my mom that I was perfectly capable of throwing a kick-ass birthday for my children who would absolutely not remember it. Because they were only one.

My head dropped into my hands and I groaned. This … this was why moms went legit crazy. Why they ended up rocking in the corner by the end of every summer, because the feeling of needing to outdo your own best was so real. To have the amazing party with a cute hashtag so that all the other moms looked at your Instagram and went, oh, wow, isn’t she incredible? I wasn’t incredible. Not really. I was hanging on by a thread, and it was my own fault at the moment.

The twins would have been just as happy with a cake they could smash, and I could’ve ordered freaking Pizza Hut for the rest of the group. But no, I let Catalina Rossi sink her manicured claws into my brain, made me think I needed to have this kind of overdone party. Which is why Michael’s help was not something I was willing to turn down.

And speak of the devil. The bathroom door swung open, and ho-my-Lord-have-mercy, I could smell him. There was no dramatic cloud of steam like I expected, just the clean scent of man. Was my mouth watering? I swallowed heavily to make sure there was no obvious drool and then smiled up at him.

“You changed,” he said and pulled out a chair. His normally dark hair looked almost black since it was still wet from the shower. His skin was damp, and the white t-shirt stuck to his rounded shoulders and broad chest. I dropped a water bottle while I tried to stretch a sticker across it.

“Yeah. One of the kids spilled on my pants.” Liar, liar, pants on fire.

If he doubted me, it didn’t show on his face. “So, tell me what to do, boss.”

I choked on my spit and somehow kept my face straight. Careful not to touch him, I slid my phone toward him and showed him the s’mores baggie picture. “If you could start with these, that would be great.”

His eyebrows lifted briefly. “Sure thing. Fancy.”

I couldn’t help but sigh. “I know. It’s my mom’s fault. She has this uncanny ability to make me feel like I always need to do more. Bigger. Better. And every single time, I can’t back down. It’s like I have to prove to her that I can do it.”

For as large as his hands were, he put the bags of chocolate, marshmallow and graham together with surprising ease. His face was understanding, no pity present. Thank goodness. “After meeting her that once, somehow it doesn’t surprise me.”

“Yeah. She’s a piece of work.” Begrudgingly, I had to admit, “But for all my parents’ faults, and they have many, they do love my kids. I expected them to be a bit more reserved. Every time my dad gets down on the floor and plays with them, I’m surprised all over again.”

“Well, that’s a good thing.”

“I know.” I shook my head and stared at the pile. “Which is why I find myself in this predicament. I think I could ignore her challenge more easily if they didn’t love the twins as much as they do.”

He smiled.

We worked side by side for the next hour, making occasional small talk. Every once in awhile, I’d have to stop and go do something with the twins, but by the time I needed to get them ready for bed, almost all the favors were put together. And it was nice. Out of the corner of my eye, I’d occasionally watch Michael work and marvel at the fact that a month ago, I didn’t really know him at all. He was the hot guy who flirted shamelessly with me when I was a million months pregnant and he was helping move me into this house. And now, in a short time, I couldn’t believe that he’d become someone that I could genuinely count on to be there for me.

That was the problem, given my current frame of mind.

After hefting Jacob on my hip and grabbing Piper’s hand, I gave him a smile. “I need to go put them down. Don’t feel like you have to stay if you don’t want to.”

Michael held my eyes, then smiled at the twins. “Well, I certainly can’t leave until I see my job finished. I don’t half-ass things, Rossi.”

Yeah, I’ll bet. It was on the tip of my tongue, but I bit down on that sucker until I tasted the coppery tang of blood. If I’d given him a no flirting rule, then I’d abide by it as well. My phone started vibrating on the table.

“Can you see who it is?” I asked him.

He slid the phone closer and shook his head. “Unknown. Shows a California number.”

“Probably a wrong number. I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes.”

Michael saluted me. “You got it. Goodnight, munchkins.”

The whole time I put the twins down, I couldn’t relax. Normally, the process was soothing, and the time we spent reading a couple books in their rocking chair loosened my muscles and made my own eyes as heavy as theirs. It was like they could feel my tension too, because they wiggled on my lap the whole time I read, twisting up to look at my face, practically ignoring their bottles of milk.

“Okay, crazies,” I said quietly. “Time to sleep. Please. Momma still has to pick up that disaster of a kitchen.”

I laid them in their cribs and kissed them goodnight, making sure the monitor was on before I flipped the bedroom light off. Piper made a small mew of discontent, but she didn’t stand up, so I let out a sigh of relief.

When I walked back into the kitchen, I was rubbing at the tight muscles in my shoulders, trying to figure out if it was just this new tension with Michael that was making me so on edge. And of course, he was standing at the sink putting away dishes, dishes that he had no part in dirtying.

“You don’t have to do that,” I said quietly.

He glanced over his shoulder at me and smiled. “I know. But the favors are done, and I don’t want you to accuse me of being a slacker if you came back in here and I was asleep on the couch.”

I laughed. “Yes, that sounds like something I would do. If anyone is going to fall asleep on that couch before nine, it’s going to be me, okay?”

His eyes dropped to where my hands still rubbed at my shoulders. “Tense?”

Ha. Haha, ohhhh, if he only knew. I was only going to nod, but in that moment, honesty felt like the best route. Or as much honesty as I was capable of. “Yeah. More than usual. I can’t figure out why I feel so on edge.”

“I’ve been told I give pretty good massages,” he said with that blasted smirk on his face. I glared until he lifted his hands up and laughed. “Just kidding. Oh, while you were putting the twins down, that same number called again. No voicemail though.”

With a groan, I sank into a stool by the counter. “Probably a telemarketer. If they don’t leave a message, I don’t worry about it.”

“After eight o’clock on a Saturday night?” he asked, skepticism clear in his voice.

“I don’t know. If it was legit, wouldn’t they leave a message?”

“I guess.” Michael put the last bowl in the dishwasher and turned around, leaning against the edge of the counter and watching me. “You want me to go? You look exhausted.”

I laughed a little. “Just what every woman wants to hear.”

“You know what I mean,” he said softly, but his cheeks held the most blush I’d ever seen. Finally, I’d managed to embarrass him, even a little. “I’ve missed hanging out with you, but you’ve got a big day tomorrow. I don’t want to be the thing that makes your life more difficult.”

You know what was less difficult? When Michael was just a guy who flirted with anyone with a pulse. It was not easier when he was standing there saying intuitive things, sweet things, things that make me want to be not tired so I could lift his shirt up and smell the soap that was probably still so potent against his tightly coiled muscles.

Despite that, I didn’t want him to leave. So I told him that.

“You don’t.” I held his eyes. “Believe me, you don’t make my life more difficult.”

His smile was slow, sexy, and it made my face impossibly hot. His dimples carved such deep lines in his face that I had to look away. When I did, there was a knock on the front door.

“Oh for the love,” I mumbled under my breath and went to answer it. I could hear Michael walking behind me, and for some reason, it helped.

And when I opened the door to see a face I hadn’t seen in eighteen months, I was really glad he was standing behind me.

“Kevin,” I said weakly.

He swallowed, and I had to fight not to pass the hell out when he said, “Hi, Brooke.”

In the months since I’d seen him, his light brown hair was longer, his face a little bit thinner. I wanted to kick him in the balls. I wanted to cry. I wanted to shove him backwards and call him a coward. I wanted to show him pictures of the kids that were half of him and ask him what the fuck was the matter with him for running like he did.

But I didn’t do any of that. It was all I could do to keep breathing.

“H-How did you find my address?”

He glanced away, shuffled on his feet awkwardly and all it made me want to do was scream at him to act like a man, not a scared little boy. “Took me a little bit, but you can find almost anything on the Internet if you look hard enough.”

His voice raised goose bumps on my arms, and not the good kind. My hand reached out to grip the door, mainly so I didn’t have to worry about keeping myself standing. Then a warm hand slid up my back. Quiet comfort, a steadying presence without a single word spoken. My eyes closed briefly, relief that I wasn’t alone.

Kevin looked over my shoulder and his lips thinned. “Who’s this?”

“None of your damn business,” I said quietly. “You’ve been gone for a long time, Kevin, and you do not get to ask me any questions right now.”

He nodded slowly, eyes leaving Michael and focusing on my face again. “Okay.”

I licked my lips and took a deep breath. “Why are you here?”

Thankfully, I didn’t have to explain myself. He shoved his hands in the front pockets of his jeans and looked away. “It’s their birthday tomorrow, right? It felt … I dunno, important to meet them before that.”

My skin was cold, every inch prickling with nerves. Not because I was afraid. Kevin didn’t scare me. But I hadn’t expected this. Hadn’t seen this coming. I almost laughed. I worked so hard to control what I could in my very out-of-control life, and here was the proof of how tenuous my grip was on that control.

“They’re asleep,” I told him flatly.

“Can I,” he cleared his throat nervously, and it made me want to run over him with my car. Maybe Michael’s truck so that there was more weight behind it. “Can I just … see them maybe?”

If he made a move to walk in, I didn’t notice, because my hand was up so fast. It was shaking, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. “Absolutely not.”

Michael’s hand slid up to the base of my neck and he squeezed gently. His hand was so warm and his fingers on my skin rough with callouses. All of my senses focused right there. Right on that small patch of skin. When my heart hammered and my stomach rolled, I took another deep breath and focused on his grip along my spine.

My hand dropped when I was sure Kevin wasn’t going to storm the gates or anything crazy. He’d never been crazy, but I suppose these were extenuating circumstances. I lifted my chin and held his beady little eyes. “I’ll call you in the morning and let you know when you can come meet them. But it may not be tomorrow.”

“Brooke,” he said in a low tone and made a single, small step forward. “Come on, ple—”

“It’s time for you to go,” Michael said from behind me, his voice implacable, colder than I’d ever heard it. “She said she’d call you tomorrow.”

This time my goose bumps were good. Really, really good. My scalp tightened from the overwhelming relief I felt at his solid presence behind me and the way Kevin took another step back. Believe me, I was all for girl power. But in that moment, having Michael there with me made me feel stronger, better.

Kevin nodded and stepped off the porch.

“I need your phone number,” I told him in a flat voice, and he stopped.

“I umm, I called you earlier,” he answered. “It should be on your missed calls. It’s a California number.”

I laughed under my breath, but it was clear by his face that he knew I wasn’t amused in the slightest. I nodded and he gave me a small, unreadable look before turning and walking to a nondescript sedan parked by the curb. Michael was still holding onto the back of my neck while Kevin drove away.

Michael dropped his hand and I closed the door with a quiet click. For a few seconds, I stared at it before turning and leaning against it. His eyes searched my face, and when I didn’t immediately burst into to tears, he looked very relieved.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

My heart was pounding so hard, I’m sure my shirt was trembling from the sheer force. I nodded. “Why did you wait so long to say anything?”

Michael’s eyebrows popped up briefly. “Because you were perfectly capable of fighting that battle without me.” He took a step closer and didn’t hesitate before running his hands up my arms and cupping my shoulders. “But he was not going to get in this house if you didn’t want him here.”

My breasts felt heavy and my breathing deepened. I closed my eyes for a second to make sure I knew exactly what I was doing. His fingers tightened around me and I looked at him again.

“Good answer,” I whispered.

“Is it?” he whispered back, his eyes dropping to my mouth.

I nodded slowly and held his eyes when they came back to mine. If I was capable of rational conversation, maybe I would have told him that I didn’t want him to step in and take care of Kevin for me, but having him at my back was good. Knowing he had an invisible line in his head that Kevin wasn’t allowed to cross was also good. All those … good thoughts must have read over my face, because he licked along his bottom lip, but still didn’t move.

In the back of my head, I thought Michael would … I don’t know, pounce. Devour. Inhale. But he held back, the motion of his fingers on my skin changing slightly to something that was clearly not meant to comfort. Because those calloused, rough fingers traced up the edge of my neck, brushed against the edge of my collarbone. No, I wasn’t comforted. Under the surface of my skin, I was hot and twitchy, sensitive beyond what I could handle if he kept teasing me, testing me.

“Please,” I heard myself say, and my voice sounded like it belonged to someone else. Someone frayed at the edges, someone desperate. Maybe I was. This wasn’t about Kevin, he was just the catalyst for what I’d wanted for days. Weeks, really.

Michael leaned in and brushed his nose against mine, and all I would have had to do was tilt my chin up. But I didn’t. The delicious push and pull, the way it flipped my stomach, was something I hadn’t felt in years. I was practically delirious from the headiness of what was flooding my muscles, sliding through my veins hot and thick.

“Tell me,” he said against my temple, his lips moving along my skin. “Tell me what you want. I’ll give it to you.”

I intended to. Oh, I did. I was going to stretch this moment out until one of us--preferably him--snapped, shoved us over the edge on which we were teetering. But then his facial hair dragged deliciously over the side of my cheek, rough and coarse against my skin.

Snap.

Leaning my head against the door so I could meet his gaze straight-on, I wrapped my fists in the neck of his t-shirt and gave my chin that little tilt we both needed. The first kiss was a taste, a simple fit of my lips against his.

Then, oh hell yes, it was on.

Michael groaned into my mouth when our tongues tangled. My arms wrapped around his neck as I pushed up on my tiptoes, his arms around my waist as he leaned fully against me. We fit. We fit perfectly, I thought.

There was no urgency in how he moved against me, no rush in the way his hips rocked against me, in the way he tilted his head and sucked my tongue into his mouth. It was all slow and perfect, the kind of exquisite build that led to exactly the explosive release we both needed. Oh, oh yes, I liked that. My fingernails dug into his scalp in answer, and oh yes, he liked that. I knew because his arms tightened even further around me, his weight pressed more fully against where I was plastered against the hard surface of the door.

Because I couldn’t go any farther without feeling the ripple of his muscles against my hands, I shoved my hands under the front of his shirt, whimpered at how his skin felt beneath my fingertips. Like the showoff he was, he flexed his stomach, and I laughed against his mouth. It was either laugh or moan like the shameless little hussy I was because lawdy, I wanted to moan. I wanted a lot of things that I hadn’t wanted in a really long time, things I hadn’t let myself want.

But I wanted them. With Michael.

His lips spread in a shameless smile that made every muscle in my body tighten in anticipation.

“Michael,” I said when he started kissing along the edge of my jaw.

“Hmm?”

I licked my lips and tried to keep my voice steady, but it was highly impossible when his teeth nipped my skin. “I’m about to break that no shirt rule. And so are you. We’re going to break it so hard.”

He lifted his head and smiled. “Yeah, we are.”
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Brooke could kiss.

Hot. Damn. Brooke could kiss. For a moment, I questioned the sanity of what we were doing, the line we were crossing. But it felt so good, she felt so good, that any argument brewing in my head was gone. The woman moved against me shamelessly, and I loved the way she rolled her hips against my hardness. She smelled incredible, the patch of skin at the curve of her neck the most potent. Lightly, I dragged my tongue against the tendon there, took a deep breath of her clean, fruity scent.

Her lips were warm and smooth, now reddened and plump from the endless kisses we traded. Each one deeper, wetter, hotter than the last, and before long, I couldn’t handle being up against that door with her pressed up against me. My hands dug into the rounded curve of her ass and I boosted her up in my arms. Without missing a beat, her legs wrapped around my waist and I walked us back into the family room.

“Where am I going?” I whispered in between kisses. “Please let it be close.”

“I don’t care,” she moaned. “Couch, floor, bed, please, just somewhere.”

Floor it was. I sank to my knees and we tumbled down together, a mess of tangled legs and arms and kisses that never stopped. Grabbing the neck of my t-shirt, I ripped it over my head, watching without a shred of humility while Brooke eyed my stomach and chest. She bit her lip as she sat up, mirroring the way I faced her

I jerked my chin up. “Your turn.” My voice sounded like I’d gargled with acid.

Her eyes were practically black, and I wanted to remember her just like this. Not in a creepy way, but sitting the way she was, her hair wild around her shoulders, and the look in her eye enough to make my skin singe, Brooke was my ideal woman.

The prototype.

The kind you search for in vain.

With smooth, unconscious sexiness, she stood and crossed her arms so she could grip her shirt and pull it over her head. The bra she wore was plain black--cotton, maybe--but it was perfect. She was perfect. Curved, sleek skin that made my mouth water. Soft flare at her waist to hips that she uncovered slowly when she pushed her leggings and underwear down.

“I feel like I should have some music playing or something. Make you give me a lap dance,” I teased.

She slugged me in the shoulder and we both laughed.

Then she swallowed my laugh by shoving me onto my back. I braced my hands behind my head and grinned when she started unbuttoning my jeans.

“You just going to lay there and do nothing?” she asked with a dangerous edge to her voice.

“Maybe.”

Her eyes narrowed and I pushed up on my elbows.

“Come here,” I told her in a low voice. The way she watched me when she crawled over me, settled onto my lap and twisted her hips when she did, I knew this wasn’t the same meaningless exchange. This was more. My heart jumped in my chest when she laid soft hands over my skin, leaned in for another deep kiss.

My chest met hers, and she sighed into my mouth. My hands twisted in her hair so I could direct her head to the side. In her kisses, Brooke gave so much of herself. I swallowed her reactions, her noises, her everything when she did, like the selfish bastard that I was.

She was trusting me with this, and the fact that she meant more to me than just about any other person in my life, made me feel strangely open. Like she’d cracked my chest and reached inside. More was not something I was used to. But for her, for what we’d become to each other, I could be everything she needed. I could be more.

With ease, I rolled us so she was underneath me and her back arched in pleasure when I unhooked her bra and kissed my way across her chest after flinging it across the room. Her hands dug into my hair again and I rolled my forehead against her breastbone so I could steady my breathing. When I stopped there, I could feel the hammering of her heart.

I took a deep breath and nuzzled the warm spot of skin above it, laid a sucking kiss onto the top curve of her breast where the sound came from. Brooke exhaled heavily, and I pushed up so I could kiss her again. I had to kiss her again.

She wrapped herself around me, sighing my name in between each article of clothing we got rid of, until there was nothing but us. But her and me, and the dark, quiet room around us.

After pulling a condom out of my wallet, Brooke cupped my face and looked into my eyes, so deeply that I almost looked away. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. Not with her.

“Please,” she said again, just like before we kissed. With the edge of my thumb, I followed the line of her bottom lip.

“Anything,” I promised her. And I meant it. For the first time in my life, I knew that I’d be anything she needed me to be. I entwined our fingers and raised our arms above our heads, pressed hers into the floor. Never taking my lips away from hers, I pushed in with one long thrust.

Her legs tightened at my hips, and she sobbed against my mouth.

Even though my heart battered against my chest to take and take and take, I kept my movements slow and measured, my words muffled against her hair when she arched her chin up toward the ceiling with whispered entreaties for more and more from me.

I gave her everything.

Her fingers tightened painfully around mine when she finally fell over the edge, an explosion of noise from her mouth so loud and so full of relief that I wondered if I would ever forget it. I tumbled after her in the next harsh breath, slumping over her body while she ran her hands over my sweat-dampened back.

“I think I have rug burn on my back.” She spoke into my shoulder, kissing it after she did.

I laughed and rolled off her, but kept my arm draped over her waist. “Not so comfortable now, is it?”

She smiled. “You think I’m kidding? I really think I do.”

“Oh shit,” I said and turned her to her side so I could see. The stretch of skin in between her shoulder blades was slightly red, so I leaned down to kiss it. She hummed and rolled back next to me.

“Can you grab those pillows off the couch?”

I leaned up and snagged them, and when she lifted her head, I put one underneath her messy hair. After shoving the purple one under my own head, I tweaked her in the side and she laughed, smacking at my hands. In the back of my head, I knew I should go get some water, go clean up or something, but Brooke seemed content to snuggle into my side.

There we laid, stark naked on her family room floor, and I could not have felt more content. Her eyes didn’t meet mine as I stared at her profile, but her hand reached out to follow the edge of my pecs and then trace the line in between my abs. The manly shiver that came out, I swear, it was the manliest shiver you’ve ever seen.

Still staring at my stomach, she spoke quietly, “Can I ask you a weird question?”

“Of course.” Then I adopted a grave expression when she finally glanced up at me from underneath the dark fringe of her eyelashes. “No, I’m not a virgin.”

Without a moment of hesitation, she pinched my side and I yelped. Her smile was smug, and I wanted to lick across the curve of her lips. I almost did, leaning in to sip at her for just a second … just another brief taste of what I already knew to be sweet and sinful and decadent.

“Well, not to make things creepy, but it’s about your mom.”

Okay. That stopped me.

“Just what every man wants to hear when laying naked with a gorgeous woman.”

Brooke smiled, but rolled her eyes a little. “You said she was a single mom. Was your dad in the picture at all?”

Ahh yes. It was inevitable that we’d circle back to that skinny douchebag who’d shown up at the door. I’d never imagined what Brooke’s ex looked like, but I was instantly and insanely gratified to see that I was probably five or six inches taller and far bigger than him. The sight of him, the way he took that single step like he wasn’t going to respect Brooke’s wishes, and I’d never felt such a sudden, white hot surge of violence course through me. The only thing that had tamped it down was Brooke looking up at me like she wanted to swallow me whole.

I pulled in a slow, deep breath, trying to redirect my thoughts to one of my least favorite topics- my father.

“Not really,” I said after a long stretch of silence. “I was really young when he left, so I don’t even really remember a time when he lived with us. Tristan does, though.”

Her fingers absently traced over my forearm while I spoke, and it amped me up as much as it soothed me, the strangest dichotomy I’d ever experienced. I wanted to bite and kiss and suck again, as much as I wanted to turn and find comfort in her arms, let her warmth settle over me.

“Did he come around at all?” The sadness in her voice was how I knew she was drawing the obvious parallels to her situation with Kevin.

Somewhere deep inside of me, in some dried over section of me that I hadn’t tapped into since I was a child, I desperately wished that for Brooke, I could tell her a different story about my father’s role in my life. Staring at her with only a dim light from the kitchen illuminating her face, the gentle slope of her nose, the way her hair curled wildly, I wanted to be able to tell her a better story. A happier story. Just so that she could have hope.

But I respected her too much to lie to her. I cared too much about her to not open myself up in this way.

Naked, yeah I really was. She was seeing more of me than anyone ever had.

“Not very often,” I said slowly, and watched the sadness in her eyes morph into a deeper emotion, something I couldn’t name, but I thought it was directed at me. “He promised a lot, delivered very little. But he came around just enough with envelopes of cash for my mom that she never turned him away when he said he wanted to see us. Tristan started refusing to see him when he was about sixteen. I held out for another four or five years because my mom thought it was the right thing to do. I think I was seventeen the last time I waited on the front porch just for him not to show up when he said he would.”

Brooke swallowed slowly, her fingers tightening on my skin. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I told her with nothing but truth behind the words. “Our mom worked her ass off to provide us with everything we needed. She taught me what a strong woman should be. What a strong woman is.”

Then she smiled. “Are you like her?”

With a quiet laugh, I pulled Brooke a little closer and she came immediately, the curve of her breast warm and heavy against my side. “No, not really. My mom was … she was serious. She worked two jobs until we were old enough to start working part-time after school. Tristan started younger than I did.”

“How did you manage that?”

My throat closed with a brief thickness, and I swallowed it down. “Once Tristan was helping out with money, it eased some of the pressure on her. I didn’t need to get a job until I was about seventeen. And I think she liked having me at home.”

“Why’s that?” She stared up at me, guileless and so damn direct that it made my chest tight. Who had ever looked up at me like that? Like every word that was about to come out of my mouth was fascinating and important. Like the things I might say were important and weighted.

“Because my job was to make her smile. Make her laugh.”

My words dropped in between us like a rock through water, and the change in her face was instant. Honestly, I just prayed that the darkness hid the heat spreading over my face. More than anything, I didn’t want her pity. I could handle just about any reaction than pity.

After a minute, she nodded slowly, searching my face. “That makes sense.”

“Does it?”

“Yeah.” Brooke shifted slightly so she could wrap her arms around me, and we were pressed fully together, front to front. Under normal circumstances, it would have been a fantastic way to be pressed together, but she and I both recognized that it wasn’t about that. She wanted to comfort me, and in that moment of quiet, I wanted nothing more than to let her. I don’t think anyone ever had. “I get why you came here that first night. It never really made sense to me.”

I smiled into the top of her head. “Gee thanks. You didn’t think I was just being a nice guy?”

“Nope.”

We laughed at the same time, and she pulled back to look at me. “That’s not entirely true. I just figured there had to be more too it than that. Hot single guys don’t just randomly show up to babysit my chubby little monsters because they’re being nice. Not in my experience at least.”

“Well,” I said slowly, running my hands up and down her silky smooth back, “I don’t think you know the right hot single guys then.”

Our legs were tangled together, and her laughter made my body shake too, we were so closely wound.

Why was it so nice? Maybe I didn’t sleep around to the extent that everyone assumed, but I was certainly no monk. But this was something I’d underestimated.

Brooke opened her mouth like she was going to speak, then closed it again. Unable to resist the temptation so close, I leaned forward and touched my lips to hers. The gentle touch stayed light for a brief moment, then she tilted her chin up, swept her tongue against my bottom lip. My arms tightened around her, and she moaned.

Then she moved in the entirely wrong direction. She moved away from my lips. She took her tongue away.

“No, no,” I whispered, sucking her bottom lip into my mouth. “Come back. That was good.”

She smiled and I pressed kisses to the outer corner of her lips. “It was good.”

Huh. The was was definitely emphasized.

Not hey, let’s move round two and three into the bedroom where we can work a little more comfortably. Emphasis on the past tense was meant, dude, you need to go.

And the disappointment on her face was how I knew I was right. It probably mirrored the look on mine.

“I should go, huh?”

She sighed and nodded. “As fun as it would be if you stayed, I have no clue how early Julia will be here to help me get ready for the party.”

The fact that her reason was valid didn’t help. I wanted to pout like a giant man baby, but somehow held it back.

“Makes sense.”

Brooke sat up and stretched and I gave her a dirty look.

“Hey, if you’re trying to get me to leave, that’s not the way to do it.”

She glanced over her shoulder, and oh, her inner vixen was still awake and ready to play. “Sorry. I guess I forget how powerful all this,” she gestured over her still naked body, “is.”

I tackled her back onto the ground, swallowing her shriek with a hot, fast kiss. I palmed one breast and then dropped my head to kiss it. “Don’t tease me, woman. You’ll never get me out of here.”

Being the gentleman that I was, I helped her up and slapped her ass when she leaned over to pick up her clothes. The narrow-eyed look she gave me only made me laugh.

When I zipped my jeans up and snagged my t-shirt from where it was hanging on the couch, I took a chance that the weird bubble of honesty was still intact between us. “So, what are you going to do about Kevin?”

Brooke pulled her hair over one shoulder and stared at a spot past my shoulder, indecision clouding her features. Then she blinked and looked back at me. “I have no idea.”

Instead of wanting her to wrap me up, sink into her warmth, I wanted to give her my own. I didn’t want to leave. The drive to make her feel better, happier, was so strong in me, that it was almost impossible to stay away from her.

But I did.

I gave her a small smile, even though worry for her still made my skin feel tight. “You’ll do the right thing.”

Even though the right thing to me was kick him in the balls while wearing steel-toed boots, I knew it wouldn’t help if I told her that.

Brooke let out a deep breath, and suddenly came to me and wrapped her arms around my waist in a tight hug. I returned it, pressing a soft kiss to the top of her head.

“Thank you,” she said into my chest.

Maybe I didn’t know exactly what I wanted from Brooke just yet, the way her words wormed into my heart, I knew it wasn’t only her thanks. That shook me enough that I was able to pull away from her, walk out the door, and leave.
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“You’re cutting that apple like it caused you personal injury,” Julia commented from across the kitchen island. I looked down, and sure enough, I’d stabbed the absolute shit out of that poor little Gala.

“Sorry, little guy,” I said under my breath and tossed it into the bowl of fruit salad. Julia had showed up about an hour earlier to help me get all the food ready for the party. My parents were in the backyard with the twins, which I couldn’t even be annoyed about, because it was a huge relief to not have to worry about what they were getting into while I finished all the last-minute stuff.

Mini smash cakes were ready to go for their decorated highchair trays, table with ‘Wild Ones’ themed food and favors was almost complete, except for the fruit salad and the cupcakes.

“Everything looks so perfect, Brooke,” Julia said after she carefully topped the last cupcake with a bright green fondant in the shape of the number one. “I’ve got to hand it to you, I probably would’ve set a box cake in front of them and called it good.”

I laughed without looking up from the strawberries I was slicing. “No, you wouldn’t have.”

“No, I probably wouldn’t have.” Even without being able to see her, I knew Julia was staring at me. “Seriously though, even for you, this is taking on a lot. What’s up?”

Swallowing roughly, I fanned out the strawberry and placed it on the top of the rest of the brightly colored fruit. Then I shrugged. “This is something I know I can do, and do well. Because it’s easy, it’s just putting some food out and making sure it looks nice. There’s so much in my life that I can’t steer, can’t control the outcome of.”

Julia digested that quietly.

Kevin was something I hadn’t been able to control. So much of what happened with the twins was out of my hands. Sleeping with Michael was, apparently. My face flushed hot with memories of the night before. Good memories. Multiple orgasm memories.

“You okay?”

I glanced up at her, and absently pushed my braid over one shoulder. Was I okay? Depended on the definition of okay, and which situation she was asking about, neither of which she was even aware of.

Situation one- Kevin showing up last night. Kevin wanting to be part of the twins’ lives. Or, I suppose I wasn’t sure about what exactly he wanted. Maybe he wanted to pat their heads, make sure they looked like him, and move on.

That spurred a deep-ass sigh from the depths of my very soul. My very tired, sore soul.

Which ushered in situation two.

Situation two- The fact that I slept with Michael. And not only did I sleep with Michael, I couldn’t stop thinking about whether I’d made a monumental mistake, no matter how incredible it was. The whole night was. Every word he’d said, every single way he’d touched me, and how I’d touched him.

So which did I start with? When I told her about Kevin, she’d flip the hell out. Julia never really liked him, never thought he was good enough for me. And if I told her about Michael, she’d be watching all day in that big-sisterly, super annoying way, and ain’t nobody got time for that.

Situation one it was.

“I’m not sure if I’m okay,” I said slowly.

Her eyes sharpened, swept my face with concern, like she’d find a mark she hadn’t noticed before. A bruise or a cut that somehow gave physical proof of what was going on inside of me.

“What happened?”

Suddenly, I wished I hadn’t brought it up. I wished I’d already called him, already made my decision of how I was going to handle this. Because if I had, it would be easier for her not to sway me. I knew what she’d say. She’d sic Cole on Kevin’s scrawny ass.

Also, how had I not realized how scarecrow-esque he was? He had ropey muscles on his arms, sure, and his stomach was defined, he was still an inch or so taller than me when I wore heels, but he’d looked so … small, compared to Michael.

Michael.

Michael’s body. The hard edges of muscle under his soft, warm skin. My eyes closed and my traitorous stomach flip-flopped. Again. Apparently my brain needed a good bleaching.

Earlier that morning in the shower, I’d found a hickey on the top of one breast. Under the hot spray of the showerhead, I’d been capable of nothing but resting my forehead against the cool tile and remembering exactly how it got there.

“Brooke,” Julia said sharply and I opened my eyes again.

Right. Focus. Gah.

“Julia, I will tell you, but first, I need to go make a phone call.”

“No, no way.” She pointed the frosting knife at me. “Don’t you dare. You tell me what’s going on.”

I gave her the most comforting smile I could manage, but given the furious look in her eyes in response, it must have come out like a pained grimace.

“I promise. As soon as I make this phone call, I will come right back out here and tell you everything.”

She twisted her lips in annoyance but nodded. “Fine.”

I swiped my cell off the counter and walked back to my bedroom, shutting the door behind me and taking a necessary minute to breathe.

In through the mouth, out slowly through the nose. Feel the air exit your lungs, release your stress along with your breath.

My heart was still racing, my palms sweating horribly, but I did feel a little bit better. Using my thumb to scroll down in my recent calls, I let it hover over the California number for a minute before I tapped down. It only rang twice before Kevin picked up.

“Hey,” he said, clearly out of breath.

Bizarre. It was so bizarre to hear his voice through the speaker, and I had to remind myself to respond.

“Hi.” I cleared my throat, straightened my spine before I spoke again. “If you’d like to come over tonight around six, you can meet them before they go to bed. But I can’t have you here before the party. Or during. It’s too much.”

Kevin was silent, and I imagined him pinching the bridge of his nose, like he did when he was trying to figure out what to say. I’d lived with him for two years. I knew exactly how he reacted when something didn’t go the way he expected it to. It took him a while to verbally respond, since he needed to process everything internally first.

Annoying when you were waiting for an answer, but I was used to it from him. And now, it wasn’t really my problem to deal with. Briefly, I wondered if he had someone new that did.

It didn’t take me long, a heartbeat or two at most, to realize that it didn’t hurt to wonder if he did. Kevin, the boyfriend, was no great loss to me. Objectively, I knew that. But he wasn’t mine to ignore, to relinquish. He belonged to Piper and Jacob, his DNA ran through their veins, and would for the rest of their lives.

“Brooke,” he said after almost a full minute of stark silence. “I have a right to be there for their birthday.”

I closed my eyes and took a second. Then another. He said a few more words, I think, but the roaring in my head that demanded I attempt civility was drowning further and further behind abject rage.

“Kevin,” I snapped and he shut the hell up. Smart man. “You have a right to get to know them. I am allowing that because you actually had the decency to show up for once. But do not push me. You left. You left me when I was pregnant and terrified, and I’ve done a damn good job of raising them so far. You do not get to make demands of me right now—maybe ever—unless you’d like to bring your ass in front of a judge and ask them to make the decision for you of what you have a right to do or not do. Got it?”

He scoffed quietly, like he’d pulled the phone away from his ear. “Got it,” he answered a little tersely.

“I’ll see you at six. They go to bed at seven thirty.”

I disconnected the call before he had the chance to, and I was almost embarrassed at how badly my hands were shaking when I dropped the phone to my lap. Knowing that Julia was probably foaming at the mouth to talk to me, I still took a few minutes to steady myself.

It was impossible not to feel a little emotional on their birthday, regardless of anything that was happening with Kevin. I’d only known Piper and Jacob for a year. Twelve short months. But they’d become the axis to my entire world, the thing that made it turn, the unequivocal center to my universe. The reason I knew what love was. Instant, true, unwavering love. And I’d known it from the moment they were placed in my arms, known it in how rapidly my heart tripled in size.

Nothing was replaced by their presence, my love for others hadn’t dimmed, only shifted in priority.

In only a handful of hours, Kevin would meet them. What would he feel? Would he feel even a fraction of what I had in that hospital room three hundred and sixty-five days ago? And could I forgive him if he didn’t feel anything?

There was no way for me to understand it, if that was the case. No way to empathize.

A rapid knock on the door made me jump.

“Open up. I know you’re done on your mysterious little phone call.”

I rolled my eyes and told Julia to come in.

She did, plopping next to me on my bed and looking at my cell where it was still sitting in my lap.

“Ready to spill?” She nudged me with her shoulder.

Inhale. Exhale. Let your stress out with your breath.

Inhale one more time because procrastination.

“Kevin showed up last night and wanted to meet the twins and I said no, but I just called him and said he could come tonight before they went to bed for a little bit,” I said on the exhale, then I pinched my eyes shut.

There was a brief vacuum of sound while Julia sucked in a shocked breath.

“That selfish, idiotic, selfish sonuvabitch,” she whispered harshly. Bounding up off the bed, she paced furiously in front of me. It made me smile a little, which felt good. “How dare he just show up? Now? Now? A year after they’re born? Without a single fucking word?”

My eyebrows popped up. Julia and the F-word were not usually friends. Though, Kevin did have an uncanny way of inspiring curse words, even in myself.

Suddenly, she stopped and faced me, chest heaving. “How are you not freaking the eff out right now?”

“Because it won’t help. I can’t, in good conscience, ignore him. I have to give him a chance.”

With that, she deflated completely, slumping against my dresser. “Ugh, I hate it when you’re the rational one. But I guess you have to be, huh?”

I smiled weakly. “Yeah.”

“You’re going to make him start paying child support, right?”

“I honestly haven’t even thought about it.” And I hadn’t. The Kevin he was a year and a half ago jumped jobs frequently, and I had no reason to believe he could even afford to send me anything, should I decide I want it. Julia fell quiet, and I watched her carefully.

Her eyes glossed over and she pinched her eyes shut, a single tear spilling over on her cheek. “He makes me so mad for you. He doesn’t deserve those sweet babies.”

“Oh, Julia,” I sighed, standing up to wrap her in a hug. She and Cole had been trying to get pregnant for … well, forever. And they’d been approved to foster, just hadn’t been placed with an infant yet. The thought that someone like Kevin could freely walk away from his own kids, I knew it tore at her. Just like telling her I had accidentally gotten pregnant made me want to shove a hot poker in my eye, for how nerve-wracking it had been to get ready to tell her.

But it was Julia, the bestest big sister in the universe, and if it broke her heart when I did tell her, she never let me see it. She’d merely leaned in toward her screen, held my eyes, and told me we’d be okay, that she’d be here for me.

And she had, since day one. She’d uprooted her life to move back to Colorado and help me. My eyes burned and I longed for the power to grant miracles, to give one to her and Cole.

I tightened my arms around her and she finally hugged me back, sniffling just a little when she did. “It feels like that to me too. Trust me.”

“You should be the one crying right now, not me.”

“I know, you’re such a sap,” I told her, rubbing a soothing hand on her back.

She laughed and I pulled away.

“I’m not crying because I can’t afford to break down about it right now. But believe me, after the party, after Kevin leaves, I’m sure I’ll have buckets and buckets to deal with.”

Julia wiped under her eyes, fixing the mascara that smudged a little. “Well, you can text me if you want me to come back. I’ll hide quietly in the kitchen or something, have the wine ready and opened so when he leaves, we can cry our buckets together.”

“Oh sure. You’re going to wait quietly while he’s in the house?”

She raised an eyebrow, quite haughtily, I might add. “You think I can’t?”

“No,” I said on a laugh. “I definitely think you can’t keep your mouth shut if you were under the same roof. And Julia, he deserves a shot, doesn’t he?”

Growling under her breath, she rolled her eyes. “I guess. Now come on, let’s go pretend like this never happened because Mom and Dad would flip.”

We linked arms and walked back out of the kitchen, where she’d finished setting everything up. In the backyard, Piper was walking through the crunchy yellow grass, holding onto Dad’s fingers. The sun was out, and thankfully, it was an unseasonably warm day for early November. A few stubborn leaves clung to the aspen trees in my backyard, the bright pops of yellow looking a little sad among all the spindly white branches. Mom was on a large plaid blanket, and Jacob was chewing on the edge of the hat that he refused to keep on his head.

“It’ll be okay,” I said to myself. But Julia wrapped an arm around me and squeezed like I was trying to convince her.

“It will.” Then she stepped back and clapped her hands briskly. “Now, let’s take those cakes out the fridge, get ready for the best first birthday party in the history of the world.”

Turning away from the window, I watched her take the small cakes out and carefully remove the tops. Piper’s was light green, covered in small blue, brown and white flowers of frosting. Jacob’s was light blue, with stripes along the outer edge in white, green and brown. Julia had made them for me, since baking and I … we did not get along. All that measuring and the need to be precise. No thank you, very much.

She stepped back and nodded appreciatively at the cakes. “Not bad, if I do say so myself.”

“You’re going to be such an amazing mom,” I said softly, watching her with a deep, sudden wave of awe, at how much she loved my children, how much she bent over backwards to make sure they were happy, taken care of, and that I was too.

Julia looked at me with a small smile on her face, eyes tear-free. “Thank you. Someday, I think I will.”

The sound of a truck rumbling into the driveway broke the moment, and I looked over at the clock. “Michael’s a little early.”

She smirked and pushed the cakes toward the back of the counter. “Imagine that.”

My cheeks heated, but I knew she didn’t suspect. Not fully, at least. “Shut up. We’re just friends.”

Just friends, uh-huh. The kind of friends who gave me rug burn on my back and made my inner thighs so sore that every time I stood up, I had to hide my wince. The kind who made me need to bite down on my smile when I remembered him ripping off his shirt and throwing it to the other side of the room, his motions so unconsciously athletic and graceful that it was almost disgusting.

Michael came right in without knocking, and Julia gave me a knowing look. I flipped her off behind my back when I went to greet him. Dylan, another one of Michael and Cole’s friends, walked in right behind Michael, holding hands with his girlfriend Kat. They’d both helped me move in, and I was still blown away that they seemed to ‘adopt’ me so easily, even though I’d only seen Dylan a couple times since that day over a year ago.

“Hey, everyone. Thank you so much for coming, I know this isn’t the most glamorous way to spend a Sunday afternoon.”

Kat wrapped me a tight hug. “Are you kidding? Birthday parties are my jam. I definitely got them the best present.”

Dylan smiled at me and lifted a large box that he’d had wedged under his arm. “Where should I set this best present?”

I pointed to the coffee table. “Right there is fine. That’s so generous. I really didn’t expect you to get them anything.”

In fact, I’d purposely added a line onto the bottom of the invitations that said Your presence is present enough. Dylan winked at me, and he was so ridiculously handsome, all bright blue eyes and wide smile, that I felt myself blush. Michael scoffed and poked a finger in my side.

“He’s taken,” he whispered against my ear when he dropped a kiss onto my cheek. Oh Lord, if Julia was watching, she was probably having a coronary.

I shoved at his broad chest. “Doesn’t mean I don’t have eyes,” I whispered right back.

Michael smirked and set two expertly wrapped presents on the coffee table next to Dylan and Kat’s. “Kat is wrong anyway, I clearly brought the best presents for my little buddies.”

Melt.

My.

Stupid.

Heart, why don’t you? Ass.

Dylan and Kat wandered into the kitchen by Julia and started talking. Michael reached out and grabbed my hand. “Can I show you something in the salon a second?”

I glanced into the kitchen, and no one was paying attention to us, so I went with him. Fine, I walked really quietly when we turned the corner into the hallway so that Julia wouldn’t pop around the corner and go, Ah ha! I knew it!

Michael brushed aside the plastic and smiled when I walked through.

“Did you really have to show me something?” I asked when it fell closed behind him.

“Nope. Just wanted to check in with you.” His eyes tripped down my frame and I tried not to fidget. I was wearing a simple pink cotton dress over some black tights and knee-high boots, and the way his dark, dark eyes warmed, I knew that he definitely liked what he saw.

“Stop looking at me like you know what’s underneath all this,” I whisper-yelled.

Michael smiled. “I do know what’s underneath … all that.”

I crossed my arms over my chest, cursing the stupid sluggish beat of my heart at his quietly spoken words. “Well, I’m fine. Everything’s all ready for the party and I think it’ll be a great day. Thank you for asking.”

His smile never wavered. If anything, it grew at my agitated tone.

“Why is it that when you get snippy, you’re even more attractive?” he asked in an absent tone, like he didn’t really expect me to answer.

“Michael,” I warned. “We can’t.”

“I know.”

Now I did fidget. Well, he wasn’t supposed to agree so easily.

“I mean, we shouldn’t, right?” My voice was a little breathy and my chest felt hot.

He was staring at my mouth. Damn it, damn it, code red. This was not good. But it was so good.

“Right.”

The air crackled, the hair on my arms stood on end, like I was in the center of an approaching storm, and I knew better than to be standing outside unprotected from the elements.

“Right,” I repeated, my voice low and all sex-operator.

Snap.

We lunged toward each at the same time.
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A single heartbeat later, I had her up against the wall, my hand gripping her ass and my tongue in her mouth. I almost groaned, but swallowed it down because I knew we had to be quiet. Her mouth was the sweetest thing I’d ever tasted, and she gave of it freely, gave it over to me like she knew I’d die without it.

She rubbed against me shamelessly and my fingers tightened over the silky fabric of her tights.

“Oh, okay,” she whispered when I bit down on her earlobe and pulled. “Michael.”

My name on her lips made me feel invincible, powerful, and as unsteady as I’d ever been in my entire life. The sheer force of what it made me feel almost toppled me over because of how badly I wanted to hear it again and again and again.

I found her lips again, clasped the sides of her face in my hand and took another deep, searching kiss. Brooke shoved her hands under my shirt and dragged her fingernails along my stomach.

“What are we doing?” she moaned, trailing a teasing finger down the line of hair that disappeared into my jeans. Keep going, I prayed in my head. Please.

“Brooke? Cole is here and wants to know where to put the coolers,” Julia called from the kitchen, and we both froze. Brooke’s eyes were huge in her face and the color drained from her cheeks instantly.

“Shit,” she whispered, and yanked her hands from my skin. I stepped back, not feeling the same kind of panic that I’m sure she was. Theoretically, I could understand why she didn’t want to make this known to anyone outside the space we were occupying, but that didn’t mean it didn’t sting.

She smoothed the front of her dress down, and because I couldn’t stop myself, I lifted my hand and tucked an errant piece of hair behind her ear. It was a gentle enough caress that Brooke froze, searched my eyes with hers. The brief flash of … hurt? Surprise? Was enough to make me drop my hand and let her pass.

The sound of the plastic was jarring when she pushed through, and I braced my hands on my hips, taking a moment before joining the others. And maybe give Brooke enough time that no one would suspect that I was following her out.

When I walked down the hallway and turned into the kitchen, no one looked at me funny. Brooke didn’t look at me period, but I couldn’t exactly blame her. She had a house full of people that needed entertaining, and she was the hostess. I was the distraction, which was on a long list of things that she did not need, coming somewhere around a termite infestation, a house fire, or maybe a toenail fungus.

Attractive way to think of yourself, I know. And I wasn’t searching for sympathy or feeling sorry for myself, just trying to be honest with myself of how all this would likely play out. I’d give her as much space as possible, help her clean up after the party and then we’d actually be able to talk.

Hopefully.
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Of course, it didn’t turn out exactly like that. The party wasn’t all that long, and it still freaked me out a little bit that I’d gladly given up a Sunday afternoon to go to a birthday party for tiny humans that couldn’t even really talk yet.

Piper was close though, little genius. When she (with Brooke’s help) opened up the small pink toolbox with plush hammer, nails, screwdriver and measuring tape, she immediately started yelling, “Bang, bang, bang!”, much to everyone’s delight. Jacob got a matching set in green, and the look in Brooke’s eyes when she saw them made it worth the time it took me to find exactly what I wanted.

She’d looked at me fully for the first time since leaving the salon, and mouthed, thank you so much.

When I winked at her, she blushed, and I wanted to pump my fist like a giant chump.

Dylan and Kat did give the twins a pretty epic present, some fancy playset full of different vehicles and toy people that fit inside, all these buttons and lights and things that Brooke would probably want to blow up after a couple weeks, but the twins were entranced.

Brooke’s parents were … fine. Her mom said hi to me, and I managed a smile for her, a handshake for her dad, who was exactly as I imagine him. Looked like a mob boss, spoke in a thick Italian accent and had a grip that made me want to cower a little bit. He asked me if I was ‘the builder’ and for a second, I wondered if that was like a code name for an enforcer or something, and I hesitated in my answer.

The neighbor from across the street was there with her husband, and she seemed sweet. I knew that she watched the twins during the week when Julia couldn’t, and they copped out with some books. Boring.

Food was eaten, cake was smashed all over the twins’ faces, and it was actually pretty fun. Brooke had good music on in the background, and nothing she had planned took too long. But it was after the party when I ran into trouble. Because everyone had the idea to stay and help Brooke clean up.

Julia and Cole were gathering trash, Kat was washing dishes while Dylan dried, and Brooke’s parents took the kids outside so they weren’t in the way. The neighbor had to leave, but apologized profusely for not being able to help, which Brooke waved off, of course.

“Apparently the whole party is staying to help,” she told them with a smile. “I’m just so glad you could come. Thank you.”

She walked them out, and while everyone else was busy in the kitchen, I started gathering the presents. “Hey, want me to help bring these in their bedroom?”

Brooke sighed and stared at the pile, with a hand on top of her head. “Yeah, I suppose. You don’t have to do that, though. I can clean this up.”

I gave her a meaningful look. “Let me help. Come on, let’s put these away.”

The warning in her eyes was clear when she picked up what I couldn’t fit in my arms. Hands to yourself, that warning read loud and clear. In neon letters, with arrows pointing at each individual letter.

I set the books and cars down on top of the dresser, and she started putting things away. When she didn’t look at me, I cleared my throat.

“I’m sorry,” she said, giving me a sheepish look. “It’s like I still have post-orgasm brain and don’t know how to act around you if I’m not ripping your clothes off.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. I laughed so hard, that she finally cracked a smile. “Well, I have to admit that’s the first time I’ve heard that.”

Her smile dropped a bit, and I wanted to kick my own ass. Great idea, dipshit. Remind her that you’ve never had a girlfriend or any semblance of a committed relationship.

Searching frantically for a subject change, I latched onto the first thing that came into my head. “So, what did you decide to do with what’s his name?”

Her smile was rueful, but she didn’t chastise or correct me. “He’s going to come over about an hour or so before the twins go to bed. That’s all I’m willing to do for today. And tomorrow?” She shrugged. “I guess we’ll see.”

Discomfort pinged through my bones, and I hated it. I hated that I could feel my body physically rejecting the idea that she be here alone with that guy. At that point, I didn’t care who offered to be here with her, I would’ve been happy. But really … I wanted it to be me.

“Do you want me to come back?” I asked, trying desperately to sound unaffected and not completely desperate. “I don’t have anything going tonight.”

She looked down and shook her head, not even giving it a moment’s thought. “No, but thank you. Julia offered to be here too, but I think she’d slap the shit out of him before attempting any civility.”

I scratched the side of my face. “Well … it’s not an idea without merit.”

Brooke threw some wadded-up wrapping paper at me and I caught it easily. She rolled her eyes, but looked a little bit happier. “It’s important that I do this myself. I don’t need protection from Kevin, and it’s important to me that I give him this chance. What comes from it, I have no clue, but everyone deserves a chance.”

“Do they?” I asked dryly.

“Yes. And obviously I appreciate that you were here the other night when he caught me off guard, but I have to be the one to deal with this. With him.”

There was no wiggle room in her answer. That much was obvious. So I swallowed down my protest and nodded. “Okay. But I can come back if you change your mind.”
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She didn’t change her mind.

I was home and sitting in a recliner watching SportsCenter, drinking a beer, staring at my phone and wondering what she was wearing in preparation for him to show up at the door.

My clock showed 6:55pm and I couldn’t stop myself. I pulled up Brooke’s contact information and tapped the message icon. I was finishing up my text when Tristan walked into the family room, his own beer in hand. He glanced curiously at my phone when I turned the screen away so he couldn’t see it, hitting send in the process.

“Damn it,” I whispered. Oh well, damage was done, and if she thought I was a chump for it, I guess there wasn’t much I could do.

“Where’d you go this afternoon?” Tristan asked, eyes straight ahead at the TV.

Shock had me turning in my seat to face him. “Did you just ask me something unprompted?”

He sighed. “Never mind.”

I snickered, taking another sip of my beer. Then I cleared my throat, knowing he was about to be as shocked, too. “Oh no. You asked.” I scratched the side of my face. “I, uhh, I was at Brooke’s. The twins turned one today.”

Tristan went completely still. Like frozen in ice, statue, stuffed-mounted-dead animal still.

“On a Sunday afternoon.”

“Yup.” Another sip of beer.

“You.”

Glancing over at him, I gave him a steady look that he returned easily. “Yup. Does that surprise you so much?”

Tristan let out a short puff of air that could almost pass as a laugh. “Yeah.”

“Kat and Dylan were there too.” Defending myself wasn’t necessary, but there I was. Fully committed to my course, so he could freaking deal. “And Julia and Cole, obviously.”

“Obviously,” he said, almost sounding sarcastic. This wealth of emotion from my big brother was enough to actually start pissing me off. “By the way, since you forgot about lunch at Mom’s today because you were at a birthday party for babies, she told me you owed her a phone call.”

I dropped my head back on the chair. “Shit. I totally forgot about Mom.”

“I wouldn’t explain yourself like that if I were you,” Tristan said around the mouth of his beer bottle.

While I stood from my chair and left the room, I glared at him. Of course, he didn’t care. I pulled up her number and hit connect, pinching the bridge of my nose while it rang in my ear.

“Well, you are alive,” my mom said by way of answer.

“I suck. Sorry, Ma.”

She clucked her tongue and I knew I was in for a guilt trip of epic proportions. “Oh, it’s fine. Your brother managed to remember me, and I’ll be eating these leftovers all week because I made so much food, but really. Don’t worry about it.”

“Come on,” I coaxed. “You know I’ll eat leftovers. Your roast is always better the next day. Not so dry that way.”

She laughed before she could stop herself, and then she huffed. “Oh, Michael. What were you doing today that was more important than seeing the woman who gave birth to you? Seventeen hours of labor and three hours of pushing, if you forgot.”

I sank onto my bed and thought about how to answer that. If I told her the truth, she’d drive down into Denver and demand to meet Brooke, get visions of those chubby little babies as her grandchildren. I never talked to my mom about women. Ever. EVER.

“I had a birthday party that I forgot to tell you about. Sorry. I promise I won’t miss next week.”

“On a Sunday afternoon?”

My fingers pinched the bridge of my nose even harder. “Yeah. It was for my friends’ kids. They turned one.”

The hum she gave in answer made me shake my head. “What’s your friends’ name?”

“Bye, Ma. Nice talking to you. I’ll see you next week.”

“Don’t you dare hang up on me, Michael Whitfield. I’ll make you eat rocks for dinner next week if you do.”

“I love you. Thanks for giving birth to me and not hating me for missing lunch.”

“Michael!”

I made a smacking kiss noise into the phone and disconnected with a grin. The home screen of my phone went back to normal and I sobered. He’d be there by now. Or … he would if he knew how to read a clock. Given the slightly cross-eyed look about him the other night, I couldn’t assume that.

At least the conversation with Tristan and short phone call with my mom had been good for one thing; distraction. For a while, at least, I wasn’t staring at the phone to see if she texted me back, asking me to come over.

But when I pulled up our message thread, there was nothing after the one I’d sent accidentally, before I had a chance to edit out anything that was too transparent, too obvious. I groaned out loud when I read it again, because yeah.

Me: Let me know how it went once he’s gone. I feel like an idiot for how much I’m worrying about you right now.
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To give them a bath or not give them a bath?

I’d been asking myself that question for the last hour, as I watched the arms of the clock tick closer and closer to when Kevin was supposed to show up. On one hand, they always smelled so good, so sweet, after bath time. There was something addictive about the softness of their skin, the way their hair was softer. Would Kevin appreciate that? Would he even notice?

And on the other hand, I wasn’t trying to romanticize what life was like for me. What it had been like since day one. In those first few weeks, Julia and my mom had spent many nights in the guest room, helping me take middle of the night shifts. Changing diapers and making bottles out of frozen bags of breast milk when I was too delirious with sleep deprivation to know my own name.

They’d been there for me. Even my mother, who had the maternal instincts of a black widow spider, was there a hundred times more than Kevin ever had been.

The bitterness welled up inside me, thick and insidious. It was so easy to focus on that feeling, to taste the way it rolled around on my tongue and dream of spitting it back out in Kevin’s direction. But that was a trap I was determined not to fall into. Bitterness wouldn’t help. Wouldn’t make my day to day life easier, and it wouldn’t magically create a father figure for Piper and Jacob.

Jacob was mouthing the plush hammer from the tool set that Michael had given him. I rubbed at a spot on my chest that ached when I thought about him. The look on his face when he watched the kids open his presents.

Right then, I couldn’t afford to think about Michael. All of my attention needed to be on the man who was about to walk through the door, and the children that I was responsible for.

I went to pick up my phone and check the time for the thousandth time, but shook my head and set it down before I saw the screen. For good measure, I turned it face down onto the coffee table and pulled Jacob onto my lap.

He babbled happily, drool collecting on his dimpled chin, and I buried my face into his neck, taking a deep inhale to try and calm myself.

Yup. That was me now. Under stress, I’d become a baby sniffer. Did other moms do the same thing? Even if they didn’t, I knew one thing for sure, they sure as hell wouldn’t judge me for it.

Jacob giggled when I did it again, and I smiled. Piper crawled over to check out what was so funny, and I found myself swarmed with baby. My heart did the same strange flip it always did when I had a small, perfect pocket of happiness. Among the unexpected direction my life took, I found those pockets everywhere. My parents were nominal Catholics at best, but I couldn’t help but feel like God gave them to me to remind me that there was so many things that I couldn’t plan for, but they’d end up being the most beautiful parts of my life.

I wrapped my arms about Piper, tickling the backs of her thighs, when there was a tentative knock on the door. This time my stomach flipped in the bad way. In the I’m going to vomit everywhere way. The twins moved back onto the floor when I stood up, moving on to other toys while I walked to the door, breathing deeply the entire way.

Don’t throw up.

Don’t punch him in the dick.

Don’t curse him out as soon as he walks into the door.

And really … don’t throw up.

Again, my hand shook a little bit when I reached out to open the door, and I hated it. I hated that it made me feel weak. That Kevin’s mere presence was such a massive shift in my life that I couldn’t control my physical reaction. My hands weren’t my own, they were extensions of my nerves, and I wanted that shit to stop.

So I shook my fingers out and opened the damn door, pasting a polite smile on my face as soon as Kevin came into view.

He was dressed casually, and in his hands were flowers.

Again … I had to remind myself.

Don’t throw up.

Don’t punch him in the dick.

Because why the ever loving hell did he think I’d want flowers from him? Plus, they were lilies. Blech. Funeral flowers. But he stuck them out at me like he expected a fricken round of applause, so I accepted them with a grimace.

“Thanks.” I stood back. “Come on in. I’ll … umm, I’ll go get some water for these.” If getting water meant throw them in the trash, then I was totally telling the truth. But as Kevin stepped in and fixed his eyes on the twins, I decided that trashing flowers would wait. He stared at them, apprehension clear on his features. Jacob was squawking at a toy, and Piper pulled herself up against the couch and started toward the new person in the room.

Since she couldn’t quite walk unaided yet, she tumbled forward a bit and crawled to Kevin, using the edge of his pants to pull herself up.

My breath was shallow and jagged, hurting as it came up my lungs as I waited to see what he would do. Kevin stared at her, tentatively reaching out to touch her silky dark brown hair.

“She looks like you,” he said quietly.

I laughed, mainly so I wouldn’t break down crying. “Yeah, she does. Acts like me too. She’s a total psycho. I can’t leave her alone for a minute.”

His mouth edged up in a smile that didn’t fully form and then his eyes darted over to Jacob. “What’s he like?”

Find out for yourself! I wanted to scream, but I swallowed it down. “Sweet, curious, content.”

“Huh. Is it normal they’re not walking yet?”

My eyes closed and I fought to not snap. He didn’t know, there was no way he could know. Kevin was a single child, his experience with children filled up less page space than the amount of math awards I’d won in my life … which was none. So, there you go.

“Yeah,” I said evenly. “It’s normal.”

“Cool.”

“Yeah. Cool. Do you want to sit down? Maybe play with them for a little?”

Kevin glanced over at me, like I was going to disappear if he did. “You’re coming too, right?”

Oh, Lord have mercy, it was hard to bite my tongue and not snap, well I’m sure as hell not leaving them with you just yet.

“Yeah. I’m just going to set these flowers in the kitchen.”

Moving slowly, like he was afraid he’d step on Piper, Kevin moved to the couch and sat on the edge. Barely crushing the stems when I picked up the flowers, I took them into the kitchen and tossed them into the sink, not even caring how loud it was, how the generic green paper crumpled against the surface when they fell. He wasn’t paying attention though, because when I peeked around the corner, he was sitting on the couch, staring down at our kids with a decidedly uncomfortable expression on his face.

And I was decidedly pissed off. Irrationally pissed off.

It didn’t matter, in that moment that he didn’t have much experience with kids. These were his kids. His son and daughter. Shouldn’t it be instinctual? As much as I’d tried to block out the parts of the twins that were completely Kevin, he was half contributor to everything that made them them.

As much as I could, I shoved back all the expectations that I was placing on Kevin. It wasn’t his fault that he’d never really been around kids. Not everyone was a natural, and maybe he was someone that needed some time to warm up to the way babies babbled and drooled, the way they shoved everything in their mouth, even if it would probably kill them.

So I pasted a polite smile on my face, and settled onto the floor by Piper, determined to show him what to do, if that’s what he needed.

“They really like blocks,” I told him. “And those little stacking rings next to you on the couch.”

Kevin relaxed when he picked up the brightly colored toy and held it out to Jacob. Jacob took it, mouthing it immediately, making unintelligible noises of pure happiness around a mouthful of plastic. Piper crawled into my lap, which was uncharacteristic of her. But she watched Kevin, chewing on my finger while she did. The two nubby little teeth that she had coming in along the bottom pressed against the sensitive flesh of my finger, so I gently pulled my hand out of her grip.

“No cannibals, Piper,” I said after pressing a kiss to her head. Kevin was watching me curiously, then glanced back at Jacob. The silence stretched long enough that I shifted on the floor. He didn’t say anything, and neither did I. For a few minutes, at least. Then it stretched so thin that I could practically feel the moment it snapped.

I cleared my throat and he looked up at me, his gray eyes stark with misery.

“Why now?” I asked when I couldn’t take the silence anymore.

Kevin exhaled heavily. “I saw one of the pictures you posted on Instagram. It was the first time I’d looked up your social media since I left. I couldn’t believe how big they were. How much he looked like me,” he said, staring down at Jacob again. “Then I started going back, looking at all the pictures you posted. It felt … important, I guess. To meet them before they turned one.”

I snorted. It was unavoidable. “Yeah, I can see why you’d feel that way. Most kids like to say that they’ve met their dad before then.”

“Come on, Brooke. I’m trying here.” His words were sharp and unforgiving, which made my blood boil dangerously. He must have seen my rising temper in my face, because he closed his eyes briefly. “Look, it hasn’t been easy for me either. I thought about you all the time. I’ve missed you.”

I’ve missed you. Nothing about his children. The most beautiful babies in the entire world, my entire world. When I didn’t speak— because I couldn’t— he misread my silence as tacit agreement to keep going.

“We were together for a long time, Brooke.” His eyes weren’t full of misery anymore. They were bright with hope, with memories that he probably viewed very differently than me. “We had some really great times. Remember when we snuck into that concert?”

I shook my head, unable to hear any more. “Kevin, stop.”

“You remember that, right?”

“Kevin,” I said more firmly. “Stop. Whatever you think this will accomplish, you’re wrong. I didn’t invite you back over here so we could reminisce. You’re here because you wanted to meet them. Our romantic relationship was over the minute you walked out the door. We will never rekindle that.” I held his eyes, so he could see how serious I was. How impossible it was that I’d ever look at him that way again. After a minute, he sighed and looked away.

“Okay. Sorry.”

I rubbed at my forehead. “Don’t be sorry, just don’t do it again.”

“Okay,” he said again, sounding more contrite this time. When Jacob smacked Kevin’s knee with one of the plastic rings, he actually smiled a little and pretended to pull it away from Jacob, who giggled. The sound was so happy that the tight band around my chest loosened a little bit.

When I imagined what might have happened when Kevin showed up, the heavy, tangible awkwardness wasn’t anywhere. I wanted to ask him what he was doing for work, but child support was so far away from what I expected at that point from Kevin. He’d never found a job he loved, always trying something new in hopes that it would be the thing. The big thing that would turn his life around.

It should have been a giant, life-sized red flag that I’d never trusted Kevin enough to tell him about the money held in trust that Julia and I had from our parents. Not because I thought he’d steal it or anything, but the less work he had to do, the better, in his mind. Expecting him to hand me a check was far-fetched enough. If he knew that I had an account sitting somewhere with my name on it, he’d really never give me anything.

The thought of having that fight with him, of being unable to imagine how it would play out, to emotionally prepare for what the fallout might be, it was enough to start a dull throb at the base of my neck. Kevin had always been a presence in my life that I couldn’t predict, couldn’t control … even if I’d wanted to try. The fact that he’d walked out on me without a backwards glance was just proof positive of that.

Already, we’d only been sitting there for … what? Fifteen minutes? And it was impossible for me to predict what he might do. What he might say next. I hated it. That kind of unknown was my least favorite feeling in the world. I grabbed my phone to see what time it was, see how much longer I’d have to endure it. When I flipped my phone over, I saw a text from Michael that made my chest squeeze tightly, for an entirely different reason than what Kevin was doing to me.

Michael: Let me know how it went once he’s gone. I feel like an idiot for how much I’m worrying about you right now.

I rubbed at my chest, unable to stop the maelstrom of what that simply worded text did to me. It was exactly what I needed to hear from him. Maybe Michael didn’t know what we were any more than I did. Maybe he hated that. Maybe he didn’t. But he cared enough about me to tell me that he felt like an idiot for the things he was feeling. And he’d respected me enough to stay away tonight, even though he probably hated it.

Why did that affect me so much? Julia wanted to kick Kevin’s ass too. But she was my sister. She and I had a lifetime of memories, of being each other’s best friend and confidant, of sticking up for each other. Michael was so new in my life, such a welcome surprise with how important he’d become. So I didn’t let myself think as I typed out my response.

Me: I wish you were here with me. I feel like an idiot for how much I wish I’d let you.

Then I set my phone back down, so I wouldn’t stare at the message thread and will him to respond. It was possible I’d get lucky and Michael wouldn’t see it until much later, when I was already in bed.

“Kevin, I need to start getting them ready for bed. They had a big day today with the party and everything.”

He nodded. “Right. Sure.”

So he wasn’t exactly fighting for more time. I could choose to let that not annoy me. I could choose to give him time to warm up to the whole fatherhood thing. All of that, every reaction I had was in my control.

When I stood, I picked up Piper and set her on my hip, and we faced Kevin straight on. She clung to my neck like a little monkey, but her weight against my chest was comforting. “You need to tell me what you expect to happen next, Kevin. If this was a one-time deal so you could satisfy your curiosity, then I need to know now. Don’t bullshit me about your plans, and don’t make grand promises that you have no intention of keeping.”

He rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly, giving me a rueful smile that he probably thought was attractive.

It wasn’t.

“You never did have a problem just laying it out there, did you?”

I raised an eyebrow in response.

Kevin held up his hands. “Okay, sorry. Can I just … can I see them again? I’m new at this. You’ve had a year to get used to the parent thing. And I know it’s my fault that I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, but can we just take this one day at a time?”

I’d asked him to not make grand promises, so the honesty of his answer was something I couldn’t fault. Even though it rankled, I nodded slowly. “Yeah, we can do that.”

“Thank you,” he said gratefully. He leaned down and patted Jacob on the head, and I rolled my eyes since he couldn’t see me. Patted him on the head. Like a dog. Piper was still clinging to me, so he just smiled at her. We walked to the door, and the cold air that blew in when Kevin opened it was icy against my skin. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was an omen of his visit.

Winter was coming, all right. I just didn’t have a Jon Snow by my side or a giant-ass wolf to eat the people that pissed me off. Before he walked out, I said his name.

“We can go one day a time. For now. But Kevin, I will not tolerate you flaking out on them, or on me. You walked out, and it will take me a long time to trust you.”

He nodded. There was no hope in his eyes anymore, no sadness. He was just kind of … blank. Maybe that’s because he knew me well enough to know that I didn’t make those statements lightly. The door shut behind him with little fanfare. No dramatic slamming or strongly worded declaration about how he’d prove himself worthy of my trust. Of our trust.

I couldn’t tell if that made it better or worse.

Either way, Kevin was gone. For now. And I had kids who needed to get to bed. Like they sensed my fragile emotional state, they were perfect angels while I changed them into their pajamas, giving me sweet hugs and cuddles when I kissed their cheeks, sitting quietly while I read them their books and gazing up at me when I whispered my goodnights.

As I was turning off the light and leaving their room, I heard a key click into the front door. My skin hummed, goose bumps popping along my arms as I walked down the hallway. It wasn’t Julia. I knew that by the way the air tingled around me, the way awareness deepened my breathing.

When I turned the corner, Michael was setting a large bottle of wine on the coffee table in front of the couch, his broad back to me. Hearing me come into the room, he straightened and turned, his face tight with raw emotion.

I didn’t speak. Didn’t greet him. He didn’t speak either, just yanked the tails of his shirt from his pants.

I pulled my shirt off and tossed it on the floor just before I reached him. His large hands were already plucking at the small buttons of his shirt, and I knocked them away so I could push him back on the couch. Instantly I was on top of him, straddling his lap and sucking his tongue into my mouth while I writhed over him. The sound that came out of him was ragged and deep, so erotically charged that my skin tightened over the entire surface of my body.

His hands reached up into my hair and gripped tightly, tilting my head to the side so he could deepen the kiss, deepen it to the point that I moaned helplessly at the way his tongue searched my mouth, the way he pushed up against the movements of my hips.

This was the most clearly undefinable part of my life. The thing that made me feel wild and free, the thing that made my blood race and my heart thrash in my chest. Ripping Michael’s shirt off his shoulders, slicking my hands down his muscled chest and stomach, I felt like a queen. I was so wanted by him. So understood by him that I didn’t need to say a word about what I needed from him, what I needed to give him in that same breath.

His hands were deft behind my back, unhooking my bra so that he could tear it off, kiss and lick his way down my chest.

“Yes,” I hissed when he bit down lightly on my tender skin.

Michael lifted his head and held my eyes. It was the only word either one of us had spoken since I set eyes on him in my house. With a tenderness I hadn’t expected given our frantic fingers and sucking kisses, he lifted a hand to cup the side of my face. I leaned into it with my eyes closed, felt the way his thumb traced the edge of my mouth.

My lips opened and I kissed his finger, lightly touched my tongue against it before I sucked it into my mouth. The hand that was still tangled in my hair tightened even further, and I whimpered. In that moment, I could have wept in relief if Michael told me we’d be able to do just this every single night for the rest of our lives. I wanted to beg that promise out of him, to let us get lost in each other in exactly this way after trading so few words.

Because he knew me. He knew that this was exactly what we needed of each other tonight. And I knew him. I knew what was in his heart, what kind of man he was.

I released his finger from my mouth and kissed him again, pouring all the emotions coursing through me against his lips. We were wrapped so tightly together that when he stood off the couch, I wrapped my legs around his waist with ease. Without a single moment of hesitation, he carried me to bed and fell over me.

The rest of our clothes came off in the space of a few heartbeats, and before I could try to count them, savor them, relish the possessive touches and grasping hands against my skin, he was inside me, moving over me. I clutched at his back, and he buried his face in my neck. Not a single other word crossed our lips, only heavy breaths and groans.

Seconds, minutes, hours, days. I couldn’t have told you how long we stayed like that, moving against each other with passion and raw emotion.

When Michael slumped against me, me still trembling around him, his sweat-sticky chest pressed over mine, I wrapped my arms around his neck and refused to let him move. He chuckled, the sound raising goosebumps down my arms, tingles down my spine.

Finally he rolled off and smiled at me. I smiled back.

“Hi,” he said.

“Can you stay tonight?” I heard myself asking. It wasn’t what I intended to say, and I held my breath after the words were out.

Michael searched my eyes and swept a piece of hair off my face before he nodded. “Yeah. I can stay.”

My last thought as I drifted off to sleep a while later with his arms around me was that I wished he would never leave. But that wasn’t what we were. And with how safe I felt with him wrapped around me, how deliciously spent I was, I could accept that he might not be forever, but he was there with me now.


Sixteen

Michael




There were good things about having mindless work sometimes. Unfortunately, it wasn’t one of those days, because with music pumping into my ears while I worked at my uncle’s desk, going through paperwork, all I could think about was Brooke and how I’d left her roughly thirty-six hours earlier. Sleep-rumpled, warm against my chest when I woke at dawn and realized I needed to get to work.

Even the twins still slept when I left, having stayed quiet the entire night before, the perfect freaking little angels. We’d taken advantage too. Somewhere around two a.m., I’d turned to Brooke with greedy hands, turning her onto her side so she could bite into her pillow while I wrapped myself around her back. Just like earlier, we hadn’t exchanged a single word, so every breath she let out seemed magnified in the quiet of her room. The quiet noises out of her mouth were sounds I wanted to clutch with my hands, see how they felt between my fingers, if they’d slip across my skin like her hair did, slick and soft.

I’d stayed in a woman’s bed the entire night, something that I’d never, ever done. And I knew exactly how long it had been since I walked out the door.

“Hey,” my uncle’s voice boomed through the shop. I yanked my earbuds out and lifted my chin at him in acknowledgment. “Can you check that pile at the end and make sure that estimate for the township building is ready to mail?”

His white hair was frazzled on a good day. Given that Clara, his secretary, was on a two-week vacation, it was even more crazy than usual since he actually had to handle all of his paperwork. Hence me stepping in before shit got too much worse. He swiped a ham-sized hand through the thin white strands and they stood straight up from his perpetually tan forehead. I swallowed my smile and gave him a thumbs-up because I didn’t feel like yelling over the sound of the circular saw running in the opposite corner.

My uncle’s shop—the place he ran his general contracting company out of—was busier in the fall and winter, oddly enough. During our busiest months, we ran in and out of the shop only to grab the things we needed before heading out to the work site. But during the slow season, when guys were searching for things to do, we spent a lot of time there. Thankfully, Tristan and I never got laid off during the slow season, since we were related, but not everyone had it that good.

At the back of the property was a woodworking shop, or Tristan’s Fortress of Solitude, as most guys referred to it. He did all of our custom work, and it allowed him to stay away from people—one of his favorite activities. After I pulled the door shut to my uncle’s office, blueprints filed, and estimate ready to mail at the top of the pile, I slipped my phone out of my back pocket when I felt it vibrate.

I had a missed call and voicemail from my mom plus two texts waiting on my lock screen. The first made me smile when I saw it was Brooke, the second made me stop walking.

Brooke: Ugh, can I be a pain and ask for a rain check for your work on the salon and hanging out tonight? Piper has a fever and I was up with her all night, so I’ll need to go to sleep as early as I can just in case I have another repeat. :’(

Kaitlyn (Star Bar): Hey stranger! Haven’t heard from you in the last few weeks. Thought maybe we could meet for another drink. Or whatever else you had in mind.

Irritation sprang violently in my chest, for more than one reason. I’d already been annoyed with myself that I was completely aware of how long it had been since I left Brooke’s house, so now it felt compounded by her request for a night off. A night off from me, apparently.

And that was unfair, I recognized instantly. It was unfair, and really selfish. No one would argue that responsibility had never been listed as my top positive traits, especially when it came to women, but I’d never been a selfish guy. Brooke lying about Piper being sick wasn’t something she’d do. The work I would’ve been doing that night, installing her shiplap wall would require my nail gun and saw, which probably would be disruptive if you had a sick child.

But beyond that, Kaitlyn from Star Bar’s text was a visceral reminder that I was annoyed about the fact that Brooke and I had never discussed my past. It was my fault, so the annoyance was anchored heavily in being disappointed in myself.

Rationally, I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong by spending the night with Kaitlyn when I had. But seeing the text now felt … wrong.

About a week before I’d ended up at Brooke’s for the first time, I’d gone out for drinks with a few guys from work. Chris wanted to go to Star Bar, and that’s where I saw Kaitlyn. She was tall and blonde, the kind of buttoned-up beautiful that reminded me a little bit of Garrett’s wife Rory, and the way she pretended not to notice men staring at her had fascinated me.

It was exactly the kind of thing that I loved.

When I’d mentioned it to Chris and Gavin, they bet me thirty bucks that I couldn’t get her to talk to me, let alone get her to leave with me. There hadn’t been a single guy in the bar that she’d spared a single glance to. It was the exactly the kind of challenge I thrived on. Mainly because I was damn good at it. And it had only taken me about seven minutes to get her to turn completely in her stool to face me. And when she’d turned, she’d pressed her crossed legs up against me where I stood against the bar.

The next day at work, I told them I didn’t need the thirty bucks, because I was not the kind of guy who would produce proof of a well-spent night with a woman, and that had been my night with Kaitlyn. Her buttoned-up appearance at the bar turned out to be exactly that, appearance. Underneath it—as much as I didn’t want to think about my night spent with her now—she’d turned out to be wild. My back bore the marks of her fingernails for days after she walked out my front door four hours after she’d walked through it.

Of course, that was before I ever went to Brooke’s house. It wasn’t like I’d done anything wrong by sleeping with Kaitlyn, the first woman I’d actually taken home in a handful of months. But I was bothered by the memory nonetheless, in the wake of wishing I could spend more time with Brooke.

I’d been so wrapped up in whatever Brooke and I were doing the last three and a half weeks since I started working at her house that other women hadn’t taken up a single minute of my attention. I hadn’t texted anyone. Called anyone. Met up with anyone for drinks. Definitely hadn’t slept with anyone since walking through Brooke’s front door.

And I couldn’t even say what it was that Brooke and I were doing. How crazy was that? I wasn’t remotely interested in texting Kaitlyn back because of a non-definable relationship with a woman that I probably wouldn’t mind giving a definition to.

Absently, I rubbed at my chest, because weren’t these thoughts supposed to give me a heart attack or something? Shove me down a panic spiral that would send me to the nearest bar looking for a meaningless fling with a pretty face that didn’t make me want to be tied down?

Apparently not.

I made an abrupt pivot and pushed out the back entrance of the shop, shoving my hands into the front pockets of my pants against the brisk air. The frozen grass crunched noisily underneath my boots as I strode back to the woodworking shop and the puffs of air leaving my mouth turned into steam as I huffed unnecessarily.

When I pushed the double doors open into the shop, I didn’t see Tristan right away. The heavy strains of electric guitar blared from the speakers mounted on the wall, and the low hum of the orbital sander had me turning the corner to where he did most of his finishing work. The jarring light from the panels of fluorescent lights that hung in long strips along the ceiling had me squinting a bit. Out of habit, I slid my safety glasses off the top of my head and covered my eyes with them.

Sensing my approach, Tristan glanced over his shoulder and jerked his chin up, but the sander kept going as he wore down the edges of what looked like a bedside table. I leaned against the workbench in the middle of the room and waited for him to finish. When he clicked off the sander and blew the dust off, he took a second to run his hand over the edges to make sure it was smooth. Once he seemed satisfied, he picked up a remote and turned down the volume of Metallica.

“What’s up?” he asked, sander still in hand.

I scratched the side of my face and took a deep breath. Tristan narrowed his eyes at me and then set the sander down, which made my lips curve into a slight smile. My face must have matched what-the-hell-ever was going on inside of my head.

“I don’t really sleep around,” I said firmly, straightening to my full height and meeting Tristan’s slightly worried gaze straight-on. “I know you all think I do, but I don’t. I’m no priest or anything, but in the last eight years, I’ve probably slept with less than fifteen women.”

Tristan’s face was frozen, the only movement in the slight ticking of his jaw while he stared at me. Because of the fluorescent lights, there was a small reflection in his safety glasses and I couldn’t see his right eye clearly. For the first time that I could remember, I didn’t know what my brother was thinking. There was no disbelief anywhere on his features, but he was so still that I was a little unnerved by my inability to read him.

Naturally, that meant I couldn’t keep my damn mouth shut.

“I like flirting, yes. Hell, the first time I met Julia I flirted with her.” I shifted, crossing my arms over my chest. “Women are great. I like women. I like lots of different kinds of women, and no, I’ve never had a serious girlfriend. And yes, occasionally, I’ve been attracted enough to someone who’s also unattached that I’ve gone home with them, or taken them back to our place. But just because I’ve never understood you guys and your raging desire to shackle yourself to one woman for the rest of your life doesn’t necessarily mean that I’ve actually slept with half the female population of Denver.”

Tristan pulled in a slow breath through his nose and carefully pulled the safety glasses of his face. Okay, seeing that right eye without the glare of the lights didn’t help me quite as much as I thought it would. Because when he pulled his phone out, holding my eyes the entire time, I didn’t know what the hell he was thinking. I never didn’t know what my brother was thinking.

He glanced down briefly to click on his screen and then pulled the phone up to his ear.

“Yeah,” he said evenly after someone picked up. “Can you text Garrett and Cole? Meet us at our place with beer in twenty minutes.”

I narrowed my eyes as he listened to whatever Dylan was saying on the other end of the phone. Tristan narrowed his eyes right back.

“Uh-huh,” he responded. “Tell them it’s finally happened.”

“What finally happened?” I practically shouted as he disconnected the call with Dylan.

Then, quite miraculously, Tristan’s mouth curved in a noticeable smile.

I pointed my finger at him. “No. Stop it. I don’t know what the hell you’re smiling about, but it’s freaking me out and you’re wrong.”

His smile grew. Grew to the point that he almost showed teeth. Shit, shit, shit.

“No,” I said insistently, and I hated the tinge of panic in my voice. “I’m not going to whatever freaky intervention you guys think you’re about to pull on me. I take back everything I told you. I can drink beer with other people. Nice people. People who aren’t you assholes.”
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“I hate you guys,” I mumbled around the mouth of my beer bottle as my friends roared with laughter.

Garrett pretended to wipe away a tear under his eye and I flipped him off. “I’m sorry, man. This is just … seeing you not knowing what the hell to do about a woman … it’s the best moment of my life so far.”

“I’ll make a point to tell your wife that,” I told him, which only made him laugh harder.

“Rory would completely back me up on this. In fact, she’ll probably be pissed she’s not here to witness it.”

There was loud agreement to that, and I rolled my eyes. Though, not everyone was laughing. Cole was being pretty quiet, just watching me carefully as I explained my current predicament.

The recap that I’d given them was this; For years, I’d never challenged their assumptions that I slept around injudiciously. For years, I wasn’t precisely avoiding commitment as they’d thought, I’d simply never met anyone who’d made me want to pursue it. Now … I had someone who did make me want to pursue it, and I had no damn idea what she felt about me. What she felt about us.

Low point of the evening so far was their jackass condescending remarks, with Garrett’s about it being the best day of his life as a prime example. The high point, I could grudgingly admit, was that no one doubted my sincerity when I told them my sexual history wasn’t exactly what they thought it was. Even though I still thought they were being asshole-ish, I knew I had good friends.

It was easy to be my age and still have friends that were idiots, who didn’t understand what it meant to be a man. That wasn’t the case for me. After growing up with only Tristan to look up to, I’d found myself surrounded by good, honorable men. And I knew that wasn’t something that I should ever take for granted. Over the years, I’d witnessed all but Tristan struggle through their own relationship issues, find love and be able to witness how happy they were because of that love.

Maybe they were the reason that I wasn’t flipping the hell out. Or maybe it was because Brooke was my match.

Even if she didn’t realize it yet. But what was I supposed to do to make her realize it? Spill my guts and bare my soul and hope that she wouldn’t run screaming?

That was doubtful. Brooke had always been an accepting person, understanding, never making me feel like a sleaze because of what people thought about me.

“So,” I started, and the conversations they’d been having quieted, “how do I tell Brooke this? What if she doesn’t believe me?”

Nobody spoke at first, and a Dylan and Cole exchanged a quick look that I couldn’t read.

“She’ll believe you,” Tristan said. “She’s got no reason not to.”

Garrett lifted a hand to interject. “But you guys haven’t defined anything yet, right?”

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “No, not exactly.”

“She’s got a lot on her plate, man. I’d wait until you have a conversation with her about what your relationship is, before you unload your past onto her shoulders.”

It made sense, and no one disagreed with him. Glancing around the group, it seemed like they agreed.

“Yeah. That makes sense.”

“That’s because I’m smart,” Garrett proclaimed, taking a bow. The self-satisfied look on his face made me want to punch him.

Instead, I rolled my eyes. “Uh-huh. Now can we move on?”

They all laughed again.

“There is nothing as interesting as this,” Garrett said.

Dylan cleared his throat and we looked over at him. Please, I prayed silently. Please let this be something really good.

“I might have something,” he said, smirking a little when he noticed how relieved I looked. Dylan set his beer down on the large butcher block island in the middle of our kitchen and shook his head for a second before taking a deep breath. “I bought an engagement ring for Kat yesterday.”

“That’s great, man,” I told him truthfully, while Garrett slapped him on the back and Tristan cracked open another beer for him.

“Thanks,” Dylan said. “We’ve been together for over two years, I don’t know why it scares the shit out of me so badly to ask her.”

“Because she’s everything to you,” Cole answered easily. “It doesn’t matter how sure you are of her answer, the woman who’s everything to you will always hold the most power to hurt you.”

“I’m sure of her answer.” And Dylan looked it. His eyes were clear, his forehead smoothed of any worried wrinkles. “I just have to figure out the perfect way to ask her now.”

“No pressure,” I said. “If you do something stupid, for the rest of your lives, you’ll have to deal with the consequences every single time Kat gets asked, so, how did Dylan propose to you?”

He flipped me his middle finger and I laughed. Yes, I was relieved that the spotlight was off me, and of course, I was happy for Dylan. He and Kat were two of my favorite people in the world. But Cole’s words slipped around in my head. Every time I repeated them, they gained significance.

Is that what held me back from exposing my underbelly to Brooke? Letting her see the sides of me that no other woman had? She meant more to me than anyone before her, and that did give her a tremendous power over me.

“You look like you’re thinking hard over there,” Cole said quietly while the other guys talked and laughed with Dylan. It was the first thing he’d said to me all night. And I understood, logically, at least, that he was giving me those thoughtful, hard-eyed looks all night because he was slipping into protective brother-in-law mode.

“I am,” I told him. “You know her better than anyone in this room, besides me. And let’s face it, they’ve been worthless so far with advice.”

Cole smiled a little, taking his time to think over his answer. “What is it that worries you?”

I lifted my eyebrows in surprise. “Well … I guess that I’ll be one more thing that makes her life more complicated. She’s got so much on her plate. I don’t want to make it worse. Maybe I should just wait and see how it plays out.”

He nodded, then gave a quick look to Tristan, who wasn’t paying us any attention. “You Whitfield brothers seem to have that in common, being attracted to women with complications.”

I snorted. Yeah, Anna being married certainly qualified. In that light, Brooke’s issues with Kevin and the sheer busy-ness of her life didn’t seem like such a complication after all. And while most men might consider the twins a complication, it was pretty surprising to realize that I didn’t. At all. They were part of her, they were more her world than any man would be, and that was something about Brooke that I respected, that I would never want to change.

Hell, maybe I’d loved the twins before I realized what Brooke could be to me. The potential she had to completely decimate my life, in the best way. And all Cole could do was point out the challenge I had ahead of me.

“See,” I pointed out. “Worthless. That doesn’t help me at all.”

Cole must have seen how miserable I was, and that’s because I felt miserable. I felt helpless and exposed, and I hated it.

“Look … if you’re worried about being one more thing in her life that’s complicated, then let her behavior be your guide. Maybe that sounds worthless, but you do know Brooke. If she wants you around, if she wants you to be more in her life, you’ll know it. She’s the one who’s juggling all of these things, so she’ll make it pretty clear when she’s ready to add something else into the mix. And if she does, you’ll know she means it.”


Seventeen

Brooke




My hands were outstretched, just out of reach to Piper, and she tried to grab them after she let go of the coffee table. The sound of the saw was whining in the garage, otherwise I would’ve run to get Michael so that someone, anyone, could witness this with me. But I didn’t dare move.

Her brown eyes were zeroed in on my hands like they were her salvation, and when I backed up a step, Piper lifted her foot and took one wobbly step toward me. Then another. And one more. When I laughed, sheer delight sweeping through me, she plopped down on her butt, but laughed along with me.

“You did it,” I cried and swept her up in my arms, kissing all over her face. “My big girl, I can’t believe you just walked!”

She squirmed to get down, so I let her, anxious to see it again. The saw turned off, and a minute later, I could hear Michael’s footsteps come down the hallway. As much as possible, I schooled my face, so that my rampant and unquenchable hormones might not be so obvious.

I’d been at work that morning to do a wedding updo for one of my clients when he’d shown up to start working on the wood paneled wall that he’d pushed back because of Piper’s fever. I hadn’t seen him yet. I hadn’t actually seen Michael since he gave me a toe curling kiss on his way out the door a few days earlier.

My inner thighs were still sore, I swear. Or maybe I wanted them to be because of what we’d done.

He turned the corner, and I felt my face heat. But he didn’t notice, because his eyes were trained on Piper, who was taking some more confident steps around the room.

“Hey, look at you,” he said happily, crouching down by her so she could walk toward him, which she did with a giant smile on her face. “You’re going to be doing sprints any day now.”

I glared at him, and when he winked, I tried not to melt into a gooey puddle of heart-shaped glitter or something.

“Not funny.”

He laughed, and stood up. “I was glad to get your text that she’s feeling better.”

I nodded. “Me too. Fever broke yesterday afternoon.”

“Good.”

Our eyes held for a prolonged moment and I glanced away, because it was really difficult not to mount him like he was a mechanical bull. My lips tingled. Actually tingled from the maelstrom force of my desire to kiss him. Everywhere. The strong edge of his stubbled jaw. The sharp edge of his Adam’s apple. The place where his hip bone jutted down in a solid line of muscle.

All those places were so incredibly kissable. And I knew that from firsthand experience now, thank you very much. With extreme effort, I kept my face trained on the kids. Michael wasn’t used to dealing with a stage five clinger, and that wasn’t what I wanted to be either, in truth. Maybe the newfound surge in activity that I currently found my lady parts experiencing was turning me into the hormonal equivalent of a hurricane. Michael was the hurricane, actually, and I was the tiny seaside village just waiting there for the massive pounding that was headed my way.

I snorted, and when he gave me a strange look, I tried to swallow it back. Unsuccessfully too, because I started coughing so hard that he ended up having to go grab me the bottle of water on the coffee table. After I took a small sip of the now lukewarm water, I gave him as innocent of a look as I could manage.

“How’s the wall coming? I’m so excited to see it.”

“Almost done. I just cut the last couple pieces, and once those are up, I’m going to start painting. I thought Anna was crazy for wanting to do that after the wall, but she’s right. The color of the shiplap looks a lot different in there.”

Excitement had me bouncing in place, only the smallest squeal of happiness came out of my mouth, but it was enough to have Michael laughing under his breath, a look so loaded with amusement and … something else. Something warm and sweet that had my heart flipping backwards down into my belly.

“Wanna see it?” he asked, a proud smile spreading across his handsome face.

I nodded, briefly glancing at where the twins were playing in front of the TV. He gestured for me to go ahead of him, and I held my breath while I pushed through the thick plastic blocking off his work area.

“Michael,” I breathed when I heard him come in after me. With one hand covering my mouth, I let out a sigh that could only be described as dreamy. The flooring wasn’t in yet, that would happen after he painted the walls in the light gray that Anna helped me pick, but even with the simple subfloor, that shiplap wall almost made me do a full-on lady swoon. I walked forward and ran my hands over the rough wood surface, the color so perfectly faded that it looked like driftwood.

Over my shoulder, I looked back at him with nothing short of awe. “This is so beautiful. It looks even better than what we talked about.”

His hands were shoved into the pockets of his pants, and I wanted to die when a small blush covered his cheeks. “Thanks. Tristan helped me a bit with the wood. I couldn’t find exactly what we talked about, so I just … made it, I guess.”

I shook my head when I stared back at the wall. “It’s perfect. Those mirrors I found will look so incredible up against it.”

He stepped forward, his biceps brushing against my shoulder when he lifted a hand up. “The overhead lights you wanted will go in tomorrow once the painting is done, and once we figure out exactly where you want the mirrors hung on the wall, I’ll put in the sconces on either side of them.”

“It’s really happening,” I whispered, my fingers still hovering over my lips. Michael didn’t respond right away, but when he did, it was exactly what I needed to hear.

“You should be really proud of yourself, Brooke.” He moved just a hair, and his arm pressed fully against me. Neither one of us moved, and I had to close my eyes against the wave of emotion. “Not everyone has the balls to make a leap of faith like this. And the fact that you did is one of my favorite things about you.”

When I turned my head to look up at him, his eyes were so dark and fathomless, burning with an emotion that I couldn’t name, that I lost my breath a little bit.

“Thank you,” I told him quietly, and the movement of my lips drew his attention.

The moment didn’t feel casual, it didn’t feel like we were trading words without meaning or thought. Michael telling me that he had a favorite thing about me, besides the places on my body normally covered by a bathing suit, threw all sorts of strings over our relationship. Heavy ones that were loaded with intent. I blinked away from him, from the moment, and my confusion over what was happening had us lapsing into silence. Why was he looking at me like that? No, casual was not what this felt like, and I couldn’t understand why.

I couldn’t understand why I wanted it to be more, so badly in that moment. Why I wanted to be the person that he gave that kind of look, the only person.

“Any plans for the rest of the day?” he asked, his tone light, no caution or disappointment evident in the words that we’d traded dozens of times before.

I rubbed at my forehead before smiling up at him. “Umm, yeah, I do. Kevin should be here in about,” I glanced down at my watch, “twenty minutes. I thought it would be good to hang out somewhere that wasn’t my house. You know?”

Michael swallowed and I saw a muscle tense in his jaw. “Yeah. What are you guys doing?”

“There’s a class at the Cherry Creek Gymboree for kids their age. Thought it might be something fun to try. I think he needs some structured activities to try and get used to playing with the twins. He was a little lost the last time he came here.”

He pulled his hands out of his pockets only to perch them on his hips, and then he turned to face me more fully. “He needs structure to know how to play with his own kids?”

Normally, I loved Michael’s sarcasm. To a certain extent, I could understand where his cynicism came from, now that I knew his history. But nevertheless, it rankled.

“He’s never been around kids. Not everyone is a natural.” Like you. I thought it, but kept those pesky little words in my mouth.

“I know,” he said on a rough exhale, and he scrubbed a hand over his jaw before giving me a concerned look. “I just … it’s hard for me to give him the benefit of the doubt, and that’s only from one encounter that lasted less than five minutes.” Then he lifted his eyebrows meaningfully. “And knowing everything that came before those five minutes.”

My hands itched to reach out to him, grab his hands, something. Even more, I wanted to thank him for his concern, which I knew was as deeply rooted in me as it was Piper and Jacob.

“If he’s willing to try, I’m going to give him a chance.” When his face didn’t change, I mirrored my stance to his. “He’s not your father, Michael. I’m not going to punish him for mistakes that he hasn’t made yet.”

“Because he hasn’t already made some?” he asked lightly, but his eyes were hard and cold as granite.

I looked away, unable to argue with him on that. Slowly, I inhaled and exhaled, actively keeping my thoughts on what we were dealing with now, and not in our respective pasts.

“This is my decision,” I said quietly, my voice firm. “No matter how much you or Julia or anyone else for that matter might hate it, I’m the only one who gets a vote in what happens next. There’s not much in my life where that’s true to this extent, and I can’t back down on it, as much as everyone’s concern matters to me.”

“He left you.”

Under my breath, I scoffed. “I know. I was there.”

Michael closed his eyes briefly, then looked beyond me when he opened them.

“I’m trying to move forward, Michael.” When I spoke, he gave me his attention again, so I held his eyes. “That’s the only thing I can do right now.” He didn’t answer, and I took a chance by stepping closer so that I could lay my hands over his stomach, the warm skin covered by a thin layer of soft cotton. “You not liking him, not trusting him, makes sense to me. I don’t blame you for that. But as much as I understand your frustration, I need you to understand why I’m not going to shut him out. I’m taking this chance on Kevin for my children’s sake. He’s their father, and right now—today—he wants a relationship with them.”

Michael clenched his jaw and finally nodded. His hand came up and he tucked a piece of hair behind my ears. Slowly, holding my eyes the whole time, he leaned down and laid a soft, glancing kiss across my lips. Neither one of us deepened it, but my fingers curled into his shirt when he pulled away.

“I better get back to work,” he said with a small smile on his face. “Have fun at your class. I’ll still be here when you get home.”

My heart thrashed in my chest while I left the room, his eyes boring into my back the entire way. As easy as it would have been to stay in that room with him, let the loaded moment deepen into something delicious and heated, I had to get myself and the twins ready to go.

They were still playing contentedly when I walked back into the family room.

“Okay, tesori miei, let’s get ready for our adventure.”
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Only the adventure didn’t happen at all.

Three and a half hours later, I walked out of the twins’ room after finally laying them down for naps when I realized Kevin wasn’t going to show up. All of my calls had gone unanswered, my texts showing that they were delivered, but I hadn’t gotten a reply.

The worst part was, as I sat on the couch and tried to call him again, I wasn’t even mad. I felt numb. When he was only fifteen, and then thirty minutes late, I was annoyed. Majorly annoyed, because getting ready to get out the door with two one-year-olds was no small feat. The class at Gymboree was a moot point when we hit forty-five minutes and then an hour. Mad happened from hour one to two.

Now I felt cold.

And I felt stupid.

I hated feeling stupid.

Maybe that was the worst part. That the only other time in my life that I really and truly felt stupid was when Kevin left me. There was no big fight, no final goodbye, because he packed up his stuff one Saturday morning while I was at work and left me a note that said he couldn’t handle it, that I’d be better off without him.

With two unborn children inside me, a small bump underneath my shirt that had only managed to make me puke a lot and feel super fat, I felt like the world’s biggest idiot for accidentally getting myself pregnant by an ill-bred asshole who didn’t have the decency to say goodbye to my face.

And now I felt stupid again. On a much smaller scale, but still stupid.

My thumbs swept across the screen of my phone, and it showed no missed calls, no returned texts.

“You better be unconscious in a ditch somewhere, Kevin,” I muttered under my breath when I tossed my phone onto the couch. “Because if you’re not, I’ll knock you the hell out myself.”

The sound of footsteps coming down the hallway had me standing from the couch, a sudden burst of nerves making my belly light and flippy. I wasn’t mad right now, but I knew one person who would be.

“Hey,” he said, and when I turned around, he had paint flecks on the corded muscle and tan skin of his forearm. “How was the class?”

His eyes were guarded, and that’s when I realized he probably had earbuds in the entire three and a half hours, so he wouldn’t have heard that we were home. For a single heartbeat, I thought about lying to him. I thought about telling him that it was fine. That the time with Kevin had been fine. That I was fine.

But it was Michael, and I didn’t want to lie to him.

I took a shaky breath and held his stare. “He didn’t show up.”

Michael’s eyes closed. “Damn it,” he said under his breath, an angry hiss of sound that barely made his lips move.

For the past almost four hours, I hadn’t felt a single stirring that I’d cry. But when Michael opened his eyes, they were so wholly focused on me, so bright with anger and disappointment and worry and rage, that my throat closed. I tried to swallow past it, but it was as if all his emotions, worn so vividly on his face, had shoved a balled-up sock into my mouth, effectively gagging me with all those same things he was feeling.

He took a small step toward me, and instantly, I held up my hand.

“If you hug me right now, I’ll lose it,” I told him in a firm voice. But my heart. My heart tore in jagged little pieces. As much as I could, I begged him with my eyes to give me space, but my traitorous, greedy, hurting heart longed for him to grab me tightly, crush me to his chest so that I could be safe to let go of all the things that I was bottling up inside.

Michael looked as tortured as I felt, but he stepped back and nodded. “Okay.”

I breathed a little easier at his distance. “I’m sorry, I just … I can’t lose it right now.”

“You don’t have to explain.” He attempted a smile, but it was so far away from the actual thing, that I laughed a little bit. At that, his smile looked more natural, the crooked tilt of his lips easing the iron band locked around my heart.

When a noise came from the twins’ bedroom, I gestured behind me. “I’m going to go check on them.”

“Okay. I’ve got some cleaning up to do, and I may start on installing the trim, if you’re okay with me working a little bit longer.”

My nod was quick, and he stayed in place while I turned to go down the hallway. Before I did, I glanced over my shoulder, and his eyes hadn’t wavered from me in the slightest. With my face on fire, my heart conflicted and my head unsure of what the hell I was going to do next, I hurried down the hallway and out of sight.
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Listening to Slayer probably wasn’t the best choice for the next two hours of work. With every violent guitar riff, screaming lyric and angry, constant drumming, I felt my blood pressure ratchet up, the blood hum in my veins as I cleaned up for the day.

Staying away from Brooke for those last couple hours was surprisingly easy, because I wasn’t in the mood to be pleasant.

I wanted to rip someone’s head off.

I wanted to rip Kevin’s head off.

I wanted his blood coating my fingers and my fists sore from what I was dying to inflict on him.

Seeing her standing there with her hand up, pleading with me not to comfort her, I felt something inside of me that was more powerful than I’d ever experienced. Her hurting hurt me. It hurt me so deeply that I could have staggered back from the overwhelming force of it.

It was violent and dark, settling into my bones like ice and fire.

The look in Brooke’s eyes was something I couldn’t get out of my head, the way she wanted me to hug her, the way she was fighting so hard not to cry. Brooke had a core of iron, I was convinced of it. That’s what killed me.

He’d made her upset because of his selfish actions, his complete inability to put anyone but himself first. I shook my head as I shoved my hammer back into my tool belt. Memories of my dad swirled with what I’d seen today, no matter how much I wished they didn’t.

Missed baseball games where I played like shit because I was busy looking for him in the stands.

Birthdays that disappeared without a single word of acknowledgment from him.

Watching the sun set over the mountains from where I sat on the front porch, waiting for him to pick me up, like he promised he would.

Frustration made my hands clumsy while I tried to unhook my tool belt from around my waist. I swore under my breath when I unlocked the garage door so I could start loading up supplies in my truck. Music was still blaring through my earbuds while I tossed my stuff into the lock box in the bed of my truck. That’s why I didn’t hear Kevin drive up the driveway, but I saw him.

He eyed me as he pulled the car up next to the curb, it was a different vehicle than he’d driven the other night. His attention only left me once as he climbed out of the drivers’ seat, and that was a quick glance up to the front window. I didn’t look to see if Brooke was watching us, just slowly pulled my earbuds out and turned the music off on my phone.

I slicked my tongue over my teeth, pulling on every thread of patience and reserve that I had within my entire being. As he started up the driveway, I tamped down all the urges inside of me to slam his stupid face into the driveway and kept my focus on putting my stuff away.

And believe it or not, I would’ve done awesome at keeping my mouth shut if he hadn’t spoken like the douche that he was.

“What’s up, bruh?” he said as he walked past. “Done with your fix-it boy duty for the day?”

My eyes closed and my lungs inhaled on a deep breath. The kind of breath so deep and so slow that you’re afraid you’ll pass out if you wait any longer to let it back out.

“If your watch is broken, bruh, let me know and I can show you how to move the big hand and the little hand,” I said over my shoulder. “I know it’s tough to figure out the first time.”

Kevin froze and turned toward me. I kept my back to him, taking my sweet time to put everything away in its place. I swear, I had every intention of letting him go, letting him walk into the house so that Brooke could eviscerate him for being six hours late.

“Excuse me?”

Then I faced him, crossing my arms over my chest and leaning my back against my truck. “If your watch worked, you’d know that she’s probably getting the kids ready for bed right now. It’s not a good time to pop by without warning.”

Like the rock star I was, I managed to say it with a pleasant smile on my face and no violent malice in my tone, like I wasn’t imagining what it would feel like if I plowed my fist into his teeth.

He smirked and I hated him even more. “Brooke is expecting me.”

“She was expecting you. Now you’re just the dick who’s showing up six hours late.”

Kevin narrowed his eyes and glanced back at the house, where the front window was still empty. “Not sure how that’s any of your business.”

I laughed under my breath and shook my head. “Pretty sure every single person in Brooke’s life, in the twins’ lives would make it their business right now.” I scratched the side of my jaw and gave him a considering look, like I actually cared about his physical health. “You know, if I were you, I’d thank my lucky stars that it’s me here and not Julia. She’d rip your balls out through your throat with a smile on her face.”

There was a gust of wind so cold that Kevin pulled his coat more closely around him. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t make me feel better that I was standing there in only a t-shirt, completely unfazed by the frigid air biting at my skin.

His eyes were hard when he looked at me again. “Being dramatic about what happened today doesn’t make you a tough guy, okay? If Brooke is pissed at me, that’s none of your concern. And as for the twins? They’re babies, dude, it’s not like they care whether I show up or not.”

My skin flushed hot as I straightened from the truck. I had to curl my hands into tight fists to keep my temper in check. In my head, I heard a loud obnoxious buzzer, like a game show contestant had just run out of time. “Wrong answer, asshole. You think your actions don’t have consequences?” When I took a small step closer to him, he blinked rapidly, but held his ground. “You think that because they’re too young to know that their father is a selfish douchebag that they somehow aren’t affected by this? Any time you make a decision that hurts Brooke, forces her to handle all the responsibility, it affects them.” My chest was heaving when I paused, and I didn’t care if that made me look like I was losing control. Imagining Piper’s face when she watched me walk in a room, Jacob when he picked up one of his favorite toys, and Brooke. Brooke when she was trying to stay strong.

So I didn’t shut up. I couldn’t.

“Piper walked for the first time the other day, did you know that? And you missed it. I didn’t. Brooke didn’t. Because she always puts them first. The people who love them should always put them first. And you’re just the jackass who doesn’t show up. That’s what they’ll know you as.”

My words hit him, I could tell by his small flinch, but he certainly wasn’t finished trying his damnedest to piss me the hell off.

“Someone imagining himself in the daddy role, eh?” He clucked his tongue. “That’s cute. And pathetic.”

I leaned toward him, pointing a finger until it was inches from his chest. “The saddest part about what you’re doing right now is that instead of hauling your ass inside to apologize to Brooke, like you should be, you think it’s more important to be out here goading me into a fight.” Then I spread my arms out. “You don’t think I’d rather beat the shit out of you for not showing up today? Of course, I would. I’d love nothing more, bruh. So keep pushing, see what happens.”

“That’s enough,” Brooke’s voice snapped like a whip from the doorway. Even though she interrupted while I was the one talking, her narrowed eyes were trained on Kevin. “Kevin, at what point did I tell you that you could still come over? I’m too tired and too pissed off to deal with you right now.”

“Brooke,” he started and she held up a hand.

“Go. Now.”

He glanced at me briefly before stalking down the driveway and slamming the car door. When he pulled away, I looked back at Brooke, expecting the glare to be gone.

But it wasn’t. Only now, it was aimed right at me.

In the vacuum of silence that Kevin’s departure left, we stared at each other for a few thick beats.

“Why don’t you come inside?” she asked, her face barely any warmer than the icy air sweeping over my bare arms.

Foreboding creeping through my body was finally what made me feel a chill for the first time since I stepped outside. The fact that I was completely, thoroughly and completely, out of my element wasn’t lost on me as Brooke calmly held open the door for me and I walked through.

The house was eerily quiet when she closed the door behind her, and I shoved my hands in my pocket because I wasn’t sure what the hell to do next.

I didn’t have to wonder long, because Brooke spoke first. “It wasn’t even four hours ago that I told you that I was the only person who got a vote in how all of this played out.”

Incredulity had my mouth falling open. “You’re pissed at me?”

“I’m disappointed, Michael,” she said, sadness blanketing her face. She shook her head slowly. “And honestly, that’s even worse.”

My cheeks heated and I fought not to look away. The need to blame this on Kevin was overwhelming, to explain that he was baiting me, taunting me, that I’d fully intended to keep my mouth shut made my tongue itch. But I held the words in.

When I didn’t respond right away, she kept going, each word like a ragged rope that tightened around my lungs until I couldn’t breathe properly.

“And it doesn’t even make sense. You of all people should understand how important it is that he’s around. That he tries. And I need him to want to try, Michael.” Her tone sharpened, her anger catching up rapidly, and I could feel my blood race in response, even as I couldn’t breathe. “So you telling him that you’d love to kick his ass certainly isn’t going to help anything.”

“It doesn’t make sense?” That one phrase caught in my head, and every time I tried to dislodge it, move forward with the other things she said, it got caught and unraveled like a loose string. “What about it doesn’t make sense, Brooke? Everything about what happened out there makes perfect sense to me.”

The fact that she couldn’t see why I wanted to kick his ass, simply for causing her a second of pain, for acting like Piper and Jacob weren’t affected by what he did, meant the fires of my anger were good and stoked.

Her features softened. A little. “That’s not what I meant. I know your issues with your dad make you more sensitive to stuff like this.”

The bark of laughter that burst out of my throat made her flinch. “This is not about my daddy issues.”

“Just because you refuse to admit it doesn’t mean that it’s not true.”

I shook my head slowly. “I’d never say that it doesn’t play a part, because I’m not an idiot.”

Her mouth set into a mulish line, and the fact that I missed the soft curve of her smile given our current situation showed what an idiot I actually was. “And I didn’t call you one. Don’t put words in my mouth.”

The back of the couch was right next to me, so I leaned my hip up against it, letting it absorb my weight while the ramifications of our disagreement fully sank in.

“So, let me get this straight,” I said slowly. “He ditched you and the kids without a word, gives me shit—”

“Did you take a second to ask him why he was late?” she interrupted.

My eyebrows popped up at her harshly asked question. “Umm, no.”

Brooke nodded immediately, like she was expecting that answer. “Because I spoke to him. His car broke down on his way here, and accidentally left his phone back at home, then he had to wait hours for a tow.”

“And you believed him?” I interjected. “Trust me when I tell you, he’ll come up with much better excuses than that one, before he just stops making them up completely. He just won’t show up.” I gripped the sides of my head, unable to believe what I was hearing. “Don’t be one of those women who believes all the stupid, transparent excuses, Brooke.”

Her eyes narrowed dangerously and she pointed a shaking finger at me. “Vaffanculo.”

My stomach dropped, because I sure as hell didn’t need Google Translate for that one. But it was out there, I couldn’t take it back. And I wasn’t even sure I wanted to. She was smarter than this.

“I don’t need to explain shit to you, but yes, I believe him, and I have my reasons why. But if you say something like that to me again,” she said on heaving breaths, “you won’t darken my door again. Do you understand?”

“Understand?” I asked quietly. “What am I supposed to understand right now? You honestly don’t get why I did what I did?”

I shouldn’t have asked. The look on her face, implacable and unmoved, made my stomach drop out.

Her hip popped and she crossed her arms over her chest. “I didn’t know he was still coming over when I talked to him, otherwise I would’ve told him then that I wasn’t in the mood to try again. But instead of making civil conversation, you two act like ridiculous cavemen out in my driveway. Again, Michael, it doesn’t make sense to me why on earth you’d take it there with him when I specifically told you that it’s no one’s business but mine on how it plays out with Kevin.”

It’s my business because I’m one kiss away from falling in love with you.

That was the first thing that popped into my head, and I fairly choked, I worked so hard to keep them inside. Now wasn’t the time. It wasn’t the time for anything close to that.

Her temper deflated slightly with my silence. The drop of her shoulders, the slow breath that she pulled in, it was all there. Brooke was exhausted, and I was part of the reason why.

“Maybe this was all my fault,” she continued wearily, running a hand over her messy hair. “Letting myself blur the lines with you. I knew it was a bad idea, and I did it anyway.”

My breath left in a harsh puff, and I had to look down to my feet to make sure my heart didn’t spill out onto the hardwood floor.

“Blur the lines with me,” I repeated slowly, dangerously quiet.

“I mean, we had these rules in place for a reason.” She shook her head, completely oblivious to the havoc she was wreaking. The way she was cracking open my chest to the harshness of her words. “Casual isn’t … isn’t something I’m used to doing, and maybe that shows right now. Maybe I should have done a better job keeping the boundaries firm between us.”

I swiped a hand over my mouth and stared at her, mute from the absolute irony that she was saying those things to me. All anyone had ever expected out of me was casual. Nothing of substance. Nothing beyond a laugh, a mutually good time between the sheets. And for the first time in my life, I was standing in front of the kind of woman that I’d willingly get on my knees in front of. That I’d willingly sacrifice for.

And she wished it had been even more casual. Less intimate. Just less of everything.

I laughed.

I couldn’t stop myself. My hands braced on my knees and I laughed.

In the moment, it was probably the worst thing that I could have done, but it was completely unavoidable. Brooke wanting less from me, not understanding that I hurt simply because she hurt, was the funniest damn thing I could possibly imagine. Less was all I’d ever offered. Before her.

“Are you done yet?” she snapped.

I straightened, wiping a hand under my eyes. Then I nodded slowly, letting her see everything on my face, everything that was suddenly and violently thrust from my heart and onto the floor. “Yeah, Brooke, I think I’m done.”

Brooke was a smart woman. She heard the subtext in my answer, and her eyes sparked so hot at me that I could feel it even though she was at least six feet away from me.

“What do you expect from me, Michael? Should I treat everything the way you do? Like a joke? Like the people around me are expendable and only there for my own pleasure?”

My face fell, it was carved out of stone. If I touched it, my skin would have felt like marble against my fingers. “That’s really what you think of me, isn’t it?”

She laughed. “It’s the truth. It’s always been who you are.”

I was shaking my head instantly. “No, it’s not.”

Her eyes narrowed and the disdain there should have stopped me, should have tied my tongue, but it didn’t. Suddenly, the weight of what I wanted her to know, what I wanted her to see about me was pressing down on me like an anchor shackled to my neck.

“Brooke, that’s not me. That’s never been me.”

“What’s never been you?”

“The manwhore, the guy who slept with half of Denver. That’s not me.” I held my arms out and let them drop when she didn’t respond, just kept watching me. “It’s not.”

Brooke was quiet, but her head shook slowly.

“I don’t believe you,” she said after an agonizing beat.

I held my arms out. “Why would I lie?”

She tilted her head to the side and gave me a considering look. “Because you’ve got every reason to. I’m calling you on every ounce of bullshit that’s piled up in front of me right now, and since you don’t like what I have to say, then it’s conveniently not true. Suddenly you’re serious. Suddenly you’re Mister Commitment.”

I barked out a laugh, unable to believe that when I finally tell her, when I finally admit it, she doesn’t fucking believe me. “That’s not what I’m saying, that’s not what I’m doing, Brooke.”

“No? It sure as hell feels like it. And I don’t tolerate liars, Michael.”

I shook my head. “You only tolerate the men that abandon you and your children, apparently.”

“Get out,” she yelled, pointing an angry finger at the door. “Get out of my house.”

My feet started moving before I registered the thought that I should maybe stay and fight, that I should show her how much she meant to me, but I couldn’t handle being in front of her while she threw words like bullets and bombs, aimed for maximum damage. I couldn’t handle being in front of her and knowing that she thought so little of me, of what I’d thought we were.

“If this is what I get for caring, Brooke,” I said as I yanked open the door, only pausing briefly to meet her glacial eyes. “You can bet your ass I’ll never do it again.”

I didn’t slam the door behind me when I left, but it didn’t matter, because Brooke did as soon as I cleared the porch.
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Once I got home, there were so many things available for me to unleash my anger on. The door from the garage leading into the laundry room. That one rattled on its hinges, I slammed it so hard. Kitchen cabinets, those were good, too. The cherry doors closed with a satisfying bang. But it wasn’t until I made it to my own bedroom that Tristan walked in from the backyard, a worried look on his face.

“You okay?”

I used a closed fist to shove the top drawer of my dresser in. The framed picture on the top rattled.

“Fine.”

He stepped out of the way when I strode through the doorway, but barely before I hit his shoulder with mine.

“Something happen?”

The unamused look I gave him in answer wasn’t enough to deter him, and he followed me into the kitchen, where I yanked a beer out of the fridge. Without another glance at him, I cracked it open, slammed the bottle opener back into the appropriate drawer.

Somewhere in the more rational part of my brain, I knew that if I explained it to Tristan, he’d commiserate with me. Albeit it in one word answers, but he would.

All this time, I thought Brooke saw me differently. That she saw past all the bullshit that I’d carried heedlessly for so long, unconcerned with whether people believed it of me or not. If I’d ever wondered if I was moron, I didn’t anymore. She wasn’t a psychic. She couldn’t read through the layers of what was inside of my head, and didn’t I know it now.

In her eyes, I was nothing more than a fun time. Someone who was good to get off on, to share a laugh with, but beyond that, I had no place in her life.

No place of any importance.

That stung far more than I was comfortable with. And it stung so viciously, because I actually believed that we’d been building something. Something that didn’t require a stupid, high school level conversation of Am I your boyfriend?

I snorted into my beer as I walked back to my bedroom, Tristan still in tow. What an idiot I’d been.

“Michael,” he said more firmly, and I ignored him and kept walking. He’d never come into my room when I shut the door, and after I slammed that one shut too, he opened it right up. Well, guess it was time to move the hell out. What kind of guy was almost thirty and still shared a house with his older brother?

One who didn’t take life very seriously, I guess.

Rage and hurt mixed dangerously inside of me, embarrassment and bruised pride rising to the surface closely behind.

“Do you mind?” I drawled, not looking up at him. “I shut it for a reason.”

“Uh-huh. What happened?”

I took a deep breath, afraid that I’d snap and punch him if he pushed too hard. “Get out of my face right now,” I said crisply, refusing to look over at him for fear of what I would see. “If I wanted to talk about it, I would.”

He didn’t answer, his concern acting as a fuel over my skin. It didn’t comfort me, it didn’t douse the flames. Somehow, it only managed to make me even more mad. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him shrug his coat on.

Good.

An empty house and few cold beers were exactly what I needed.

“You’re heading out?” I asked him, finally looking over at him when I trusted he wouldn’t ask something else to piss me off further.

He lifted a single eyebrow. Translation- are you a moron? I’m putting my coat on.

“Good.”

There wasn’t an ounce of shock or judgement on his face at my reply. He was curious though, I could tell. But he merely sighed and shook his head when he walked out. I stood in the same spot until I heard his truck start up in the driveway and then fade into silence out of our driveway.

In the vacuum of silence after his departure, I couldn’t even decipher what I was feeling. I’d said awful things to Brooke, so shame was bright and glaring. But the things she’d said back, her instant mistrust in what I was telling her settled like a thick oil over everything else.

My phone vibrated in my pocket and I tipped my chin up toward the ceiling while I contemplated ignoring it.

But what if it’s Brooke?

Hope was the most violent, disingenuous emotion I could have felt in that moment. It was cold and hard, unwelcome and unforgiving. Because when it wasn’t her, when it was Kaitlyn from Star Bar again, I wanted to slam my phone against the wall next to me and feel it shatter into a million pieces to see if it gained me a single shred of peace.

I wouldn’t get any though, I realized dully.

Because I was exactly what Brooke thought of me. It didn’t matter that the number of women I’d slept with was far less than she imagined. It didn’t matter, because I was too much of a coward to own who I really was. All along, it had been easier to let everyone believe what they wanted than correct it, to allow them to see the man that I was, instead of the man they thought me to be.

I hadn’t even taken the time to read the text on my screen when there was a knock at the door. This time, I couldn’t even muster the ability to wish it was her, and I strongly considered ignoring whoever was unfortunate enough to be on the other side.

My heart was still pounding furiously in my chest as I grudgingly went to see who was at the door. It was probably nothing, a vacuum sales person, a little kid selling cookies or something. They didn’t deserve to be on the receiving end of my misplaced anger.

But when I swung the door open, it certainly wasn’t innocent.

Kaitlyn smiled back at my stunned expression. She was the cliché picture of a woman who is showing up somewhere where she knows exactly what’s going to happen.

Her red trench coat was tied tightly around her waist, and the vicious red of her heels matched.

“You are home,” Kaitlyn said, her cell phone in one hand. “I feel a little ridiculous showing up, but I was just around the corner at a friend’s house.” She looked me up and down slowly, and I took a deep breath before responding.

The thoughts in my head roared, and I couldn’t make sense of them, make sense of what I was supposed to be doing right now, with her facing me like she was, looking at me like she was.

Her green eyes were perfectly transparent. She wanted to eat me alive from where I stood. Kaitlyn knew the kind of man I was, because I’d shown her. Multiple times. She knew the score. Knew what to expect from me.

Nothing.

She would expect nothing from me besides the delivery of a good time. My throat wouldn’t work when I tried to speak, like parts of my body were in direct rebellion to what I was doing. My hands felt numb, and my heart thrashed behind my ribs.

But I stepped back regardless, and held the door open for her. She didn’t hesitate, walking past me with purpose and a curved smile on her face.

“I’m not in a very good mood,” I told her in a gravelly voice. She paused and looked at me over her shoulder.

“That doesn’t bother me in the slightest.”

Something about the words made me falter. As I was closing the front door, I caught my reflection in the large mirror that hung on the wall.

The man I saw looking back at me was pathetic. I hated him. But as much as I hated him, I didn’t know how to change.

Behind me, I heard Kaitlyn take off her coat, but I didn’t turn around. My stomach pitched violently, and I prayed that I wouldn’t throw up on the floor from the foundation-rocking effect it had on me, that innocuous sound of fabric sliding off her body.

This was a mistake.

I shouldn’t have opened the door. I shouldn’t have let her walk in.

“Mind if I help myself to a drink?” she asked.

If she cared that I hadn’t turned around yet, hadn’t even answered, she certainly didn’t let it show. The fridge opened, and I closed my eyes against the sound of her rings clinking against a glass bottle.

Chills covered my skin as I breathed deeply through my nose. What was I doing? No matter how angry Brooke had been at me, no matter what her words had done to me, this wasn’t me.

This wasn’t me.

Finally, I turned, and Kaitlyn was watching with a quizzical expression while she sipped out of her beer.

“I’m sorry,” I said and she tilted her head to the side.

“For what?”

I swallowed heavily. Whatever she saw in my face made her lower the beer bottle to the counter.

“I shouldn’t have let you in.” I lifted my chin after I said it, unwilling to do anything but be honest with her. None of this was Kaitlyn’s fault. Her timing was poor, but she couldn’t have known that.

“Oh.” She licked her lips and laughed under her breath. “Someone else?”

I nodded. “Yeah. She’s pissed at me right now, but yes. She’s … she’s important.”

Kaitlyn smiled, and it was wistful. “Then grab a beer and tell me about her.”

I sighed, swiping a hand over my mouth while I walked into the kitchen. Tell her about Brooke?

“I don’t even know if she’ll speak to me again after today.”

Kaitlyn nodded and opened the fridge to grab another beer. I didn’t take it when she held it out to me though, because even that felt strange. When she set it down on the counter, I stared at it while I started talking.

“I don’t even know where to start,” I admitted.

“The beginning is usually good.”

So that’s what I did.


Twenty

Brooke




“Brooke Rossi, you are the biggest asshole in the entire world,” I told my reflection. She agreed. She stared miserably back at me while I waited for Mrs. Cannon across the street to come over and sit while the twins slept.

If my door slam of about two hours ago didn’t wake them, then nothing short of the apocalypse would. And since the door slam of about two hours ago, there was one thing I couldn’t stop thinking about; Michael’s face when I called him a liar.

I scrubbed my face with my hands and breathed out a ragged sigh. What a giant, monstrous bitch I was to him. Tears clogged my throat, but I swallowed them down.

His face earlier when I unleashed on him mixed with good memories of him. The night we kissed, when we slept together. When the twins opened his birthday present, the pure joy on his face when he saw Piper walk. The way he wanted to comfort me when he saw how upset I was.

One tear spilled out, and I furiously wiped it off my cheek.

“Not yet,” I whispered. “Hold that shit in, Rossi.”

I wanted to, but it gnawed through my bones like battery acid that I’d all but kicked him out with the belief that I thought nothing else of him than his ability to make my toes curl.

And it was so far from the truth.

Michael made me happy. Made me feel safe.

I groaned again, thinking of the words that had fallen from my mouth. Curse my Italian temper! Oh, that I could actually blame it on that. And I wished I could blame it on Kevin, but he was only the impetus for my little tantrum, for the loss of control that made my head spin when I saw them face off in the driveway.

There was a small knock on the door, and I hurried over to look through the peephole.

“Thank you so much for coming,” I gushed to Mrs. Cannon, even though she waved me off immediately.

“Hush, honey. That’s what neighbors are for. Besides, now I can sit and watch Scandal in peace on your TV.”

Impulsively, I gave her a hug, and she returned it.

“Well, I’m still grateful all the same. Normally I would have hassled my sister, but I’m pretty sure they had plans tonight.” I slipped my coat on and hooked my purse over my shoulder. “There hasn’t been a peep out of the twins since I put them down, so you should be able to watch your show uninterrupted.”

Her smile was warm, and it helped thaw some of the unease that had been clinging to me like heavy icicles since Michael left. Stormed out, actually.

Not that I could blame him. I deserved so much more than what he’d said to me.

“No worries, dear.” She hung her coat over the back of the couch and waved me out. “Any idea how late you’ll be?”

I gave a quick, worried glance to the clock hanging on the wall, the constantly moving hands taunting with me with how long it took me to decide that I needed to go to Michael, ask him to forgive me for taking out my frustrations on him unfairly.

The amount of time I turned my phone over in my useless hands, trying to decide if I should simply call him, were just that: useless.

More than anything, I needed to see his face, look into his eyes, and apologize to him. Thankfully I knew exactly where his house was because he and Tristan lived across the street from Cole and Julia, and she’d pointed it out to me once.

“A couple hours at most?” I chewed my bottom lip. That was best case scenario. We could both apologize and then kisses and clothes-free wordless amends could be made after that. “Is that okay?”

She smiled as she hung her coat in the closet. “Of course. I’ll see you soon.”

It took my car a few minutes to warm up, and I blew warm air into my gloveless hands while I waited. The cold felt so incongruous with all the emotions heating me up inside. Along dark roads punctuated by the bright spots of oncoming traffic, I practiced all the things I longed to say to him.

Over the duration of our surprising friendship, of course I’d had times where I wondered if it was more to him, if I refused to recognize that it was more to me given all the complications of my life. But I don’t think I realized how much more he might be to me when the immediate loss of him made me feel like he’d sucked my spirit out during his exit. Like the slamming of the door had cut off something vital.

The ensuing feeling left me without my limbs, my heart, my soul. That was probably the most surprising of all, how fundamental, how critical he’d become to me in such a short amount of time.

Nerves jangled through me as I turned onto their street, and just as I was about to pull along the curb, the sharp yellow cut of headlights flashed across my car as a different truck than Michael’s pulled into the driveway.

Through the window, I saw Tristan stare at me. His face wasn’t unfriendly, but he certainly didn’t smile either. Considering he was Michael’s brother, they were so different. Tristan was just as tall, but more muscular. His hair longer and his face sterner than his brother’s. Around Tristan’s mouth, I doubted I’d find the deep smile lines of his brother, the ones that told me exactly how much Michael smiled. And around Tristan’s eyes, I didn’t think there would be laugh lines.

How was it possible that in three hours, I missed Michael?

I did, though. I missed him because I was horribly, viscerally aware that my words were enough to drive him away forever. And that was unacceptable. Him not being in my life was horribly, viscerally unacceptable.

I wanted to run to the door, but it felt rude to ignore Tristan, so I walked up to the driver’s side window, which he rolled down.

“Hey, Tristan,” I said when I rested my hands on the door.

“Brooke.” His lips curved in the most subtle way possible. He looked away to the house for a second, then focused back on me. “I’m not sure if Michael is home.”

Oh. Okay.

Maybe if Michael’s truck hadn’t been parked right next to his, I would’ve believed him. I would’ve walked back to my car and called him. But it was kinda unavoidable.

So I gave Tristan a look, and when he sighed, I knew I was right.

When he didn’t say anything else, I thought about what I’d want to hear from someone who hurt Julia. What I’d want to know, if I was going to be swayed into letting that person into our home. Sibling manipulation, I could do. No, manipulation wasn’t the right word. I was simply letting Tristan know that I wasn’t an evil harpy, that I wasn’t out to make Michael feel worse.

Even more than that, I wanted to beg for Michael’s forgiveness, let him know that I wasn’t ignorant of the look in his dark brown eyes when I said such awful things. Michael was more to me. More than I’d let on, and all I wanted was a chance to get that across. A chance to step into his arms and make sure he understood exactly how much more we could be. If that’s what he wanted.

“Look,” I told Tristan, closing my eyes briefly and focusing on him when I opened them again, “I said some awful stuff to your brother earlier. It wasn’t okay that I did, but I’d had a pretty shitty day, and the twins’ dad didn’t show up when he was supposed to, which doesn’t excuse myself. Doesn’t excuse what I said to him.”

Tristan stared at the house again, then glanced back at me. “Why are you telling me?”

“Because I love my sister. And if someone hurts her, I need to know that she’ll be okay.” I held my hands out, in supplication, pleading with my unexpected gatekeeper. “Michael means a lot to me, and I didn’t get a chance to tell him that when I should have. I just want that chance now.”

“Okay,” he said after another grueling moment. “Let’s go.”

We started up the driveway, and for a brief, crystalline second, everything was good. Hope warmed me up, and I walked next to Michael’s brother, imagining the things I’d be able to say him, the ways I could show him that I missed him.

That’s when the front door opened.

The first thing I noticed about her was the bright red shoes, spiky and severe against the concrete front porch. They even hit the ground with a noticeable clack.

Tristan laid a hand on my back in the next heartbeat, and the woman smiled at us. It was a friendly smile, which didn’t register until much later.

“It’s all yours,” she said, her voice sugary and high, her lips bright and viciously red against her ivory skin. Then she glanced over her shoulder, the blonde of her hair sleek and silky against the red of her coat. “I think we’re done here.”

I wanted to throw up. I didn’t though. I simply stopped moving. Tristan stood with me, his hand warm and unwavering on my back. Everything I wanted to say to Michael was choking me, was flooding my system with letters and words that didn’t make sense.

Betrayal.

It wasn’t fair, but it was the first word that congealed, the first string of letters that made sense in my head. I felt the cold, sharp edge of betrayal in every clack of her heels while she walked down the driveway and got into a car that I hadn’t noticed parked across the street.

It was red like her lips, like her shoes. And I hated her. I wanted to rip her hair out, drive the spikes of her heels into her beautiful face.

The moment that the violence of my reaction finally registered is when Michael appeared in the doorway, his face frozen in shock at the sight of me.

“Brooke,” he said, eyes flicking between me and Tristan, then over my shoulder to the red car that was pulling down the street. He bounded from the doorway. “Wait, nothing happened. Nothing happened!”

I stumbled back, my hands in front of me like they’d protect me from him.

“Don’t touch me,” I yelled just as he got within arm’s reach. My face felt frozen, colder than the air around me. Tristan stepped in front of me immediately, bracing a hand on Michael’s chest, the sole thing keeping him from me. And in that moment, I was thankful. Michael’s face was horrified, ashamed, angry, and I couldn’t look at it anymore.

My stomach pitched in a violent circle, and I knew that I had to leave. Had to get away from all the riotous emotions bombarding me.

Michael was calling my name, but I ran. I ran to my car and jammed the key into the ignition, turning the engine over before I could talk myself out of it.

His words as he left my house hours earlier cycled through my head in a vicious loop. If this is what I get for caring, Brooke, you can be damn sure I’ll never do it again.

The entire drive home, I didn’t cry. Mrs. Cannon left, even though she was curious as to why I was home so soon. And while she walked across the street, I held it together. It wasn’t until I crawled into bed, my clothes still on and my heart aching, that I let myself weep into my pillow.


Twenty-One

Michael




Her car was gone down street before I shoved Tristan away from me.

“Get the hell off me,” I yelled. “Why didn’t you let me talk to her?”

“Talk to her? Talk to her?” he yelled right back, his volume so much louder than I’d ever heard it that I actually stepped back. “What do you think you would’ve accomplished? Other than getting yourself slapped, which you deserve right now.”

“I didn’t do anything, Tristan.” I held my hands up. “I swear. She showed up at the door, and I was so pissed that I let her in, but I knew it was a mistake.” Looking up into the dark sky, I yelled a string of curse words that had never left my mouth in a single unending string.

“Feel better?” he asked.

“No. No, I don’t.” I smacked my hand on the cab of his truck, the sting of my skin a welcome relief. My muscles wanted a release, and I wondered what would happen if I punched the window out.

“Don’t even think about it,” he said with unnerving clarity of what was running through my head. We locked eyes, and he took a step closer to me. “You want to punch something?”

Then he spread his arms out.

“What?” I shook my head. “I’m not going to punch you.”

“You don’t think it would make you feel better?” Tristan set his jaw and refused to yield his stance. “Come on, little brother. Hit me.”

“No,” I said instantly.

He moved his face even closer and just when I thought he’d shove me, goad me further, he dropped his arms. “You wanna know why you wouldn’t feel better? Because you’re the one who needs his ass kicked.”

“I can still take you up on your offer,” I said dryly, even as my fingers curled into a fist.

“Get inside,” Tristan muttered in disgust. Without waiting for me, he went into our house. For a brief moment, I thought about what would happen if I ran after Brooke. If I showed up at her house with feet bloody from the trek, would it prove something to her?

Shame coated my skin like sticky, black tar, and feeling like it would never go away, no matter how I tried to rid it from me. All I’d managed to do was prove to Brooke that I was exactly what she’d seen me as. Instead of baptism by fire, shoving myself into the flames to try and dislodge her hold on me, I only moved deeper into it. I pressed the heels of my hands against my eye sockets, like it could rid me of the way she looked when I ran at her, desperate to explain away what she’d seen.

The stark hurt, the betrayal in her eyes would keep me up all night. The raw anger in her voice.

“Jealousy,” I said quietly. Had I ever felt anything like that? Had I ever looked at another man and hated him for having something that I thought was mine?

The closest I’d ever come was that first night that Kevin showed up at the door, with my hand on Brooke’s neck. I hated that he’d ever had his hands on her, that he’d ever felt a moment of ownership over someone that was so clearly above him in every way.

If she’d asked me to leave instead of him, how would I have felt?

Like she flayed me alive.

With one hand gripping the back of my neck, I walked slowly into the house. Tristan was standing over the kitchen island, hands spread out in front of him on the surface, like a judge waiting to hand down my punishment.

“You know,” I said slowly, “if Brooke were any other woman, I think her jealousy would make me feel better.”

He raised his eyebrows slowly, worry stamped over his face.

“I’m not crazy. Well, maybe I am. She was hurt. Seeing Kaitlyn pissed her off to the point that she wouldn’t even let me talk to her.” I paced the kitchen, the adrenaline from the entire day leaching from my body in heavy waves. Suddenly I was exhausted. “She wouldn’t even let me talk to her. And believe me, her temper is pretty intimidating.”

“Sit down,” he grumbled.

Numbly, I did and dropped my head into my hands. “Nothing happened, Tristan. I swear.”

Wordlessly, he slid me a bottle of water. I gave it a dry look, because alcohol sounded much better at the moment, but I drank it all the same. Maybe the clear liquid will fill me up, make me feel less like there was a gaping hole inside of me, even if it was a poor substitute for Brooke.

“It’s good she was jealous,” he said after I set the half-empty bottle back down.

I looked over at him, surprised he was admitting it.

“But,” he continued, “it’s not good that you’ll have to overcome it. If you want to, that is.”

“Of course, I want to,” I said instantly. There wasn’t a single part of me that didn’t. Whatever I’d have to do in order to make it right with Brooke would be worth it. I groaned. “This sucks.”

One side of his mouth hooked up. “It does sometimes. It won’t always, though.”

I straightened in my seat and angled toward him. “You really believe that, don’t you?”

His smile looked sad now, his eyes zeroing in on a random spot in the kitchen. “I pretty much have to.”

I guess it could be worse. I could be Tristan, and be in love with a married woman. Of course, he probably didn’t realize that all of us knew it, except maybe Anna. Before, I thought he was insane for carrying a torch for her for so many years, but that steadfast nature, that immovable belief in what was right, was something I couldn’t help but admire now.

If Brooke never spoke to me after this, how often would I think of her and wonder what could have been? Would I worry about her, about the twins, even if she never stood in front of me again?

Every single day. That’s how often I’d think of her. Of all three of them.

“So now what?” I asked, and Tristan blinked back over at me, his eyes clearing of whatever had been in his head.

“Now you learn to be patient.”

“Screw that.” I stood from my chair. “I need to talk to her.”

“I didn’t think you’d actually like that advice.” He stood and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Do you want to see if Dylan and Kat are home? She’ll have better advice for you.”

“Why not Cole and Julia? They know Brooke better.”

Tristan half-smiled again. “Because Cole will rip your balls off for hurting his sister-in-law.”

I grimaced.

“And what do you think Julia will do?” he continued, smiling even wider now.

Unconsciously, I covered my balls with both hands, hating that he was basically using the same threat on me that I used on Kevin earlier. He wasn’t wrong either. Julia was sweet and kind, until she wasn’t.

“Besides, Julia probably already knows.” He looked out the window with feigned interest. “She could be on her way over right now with a really big knife.”

“I hate it when you try to be funny. That’s my job.” I grabbed my coat and tossed him his. “Let’s go to casa de Steadman. Kat will be nice to me.”
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“You did what?” Kat yelled at me from across her and Dylan’s kitchen. For such a little person, she certainly got good volume when she tried.

I wiggled a finger in my ear to stop the ringing. Garrett and Rory were over, and for once, he didn’t make a joke about something I’d managed to screw up. His arm was over Rory’s shoulders where she sat next to him on the couch, and she was giving me a considering look.

“Nothing happened,” I said for the millionth time that evening.

“You didn’t touch her?” Kat asked ominously, her normally happy eyes narrowed in my direction. “Like not even at all?”

“Not even at all.” I rubbed at my temples. “She had one drink, and when I told her I shouldn’t have let her in, I told her about Brooke. Everything. She was a little disappointed at first, but I swear, I didn’t lay a finger on her. Not even to help her put her coat back on.”

“Good,” Kat said. Her arms crossed over her chest, she walked around the island and then flicked me on the forehead.

“Ouch.”

Dylan was quiet, but smiled at his not-yet-fiancee, given that her ring finger was still empty. They’d lived together for a couple years, which is why Kat was the unofficial matriarch of our little group. Normally she gave the supportive pep talks, unvarnished advice, but she didn’t usually flick foreheads or yell.

“He doesn’t need a sermon,” Tristan said from the other side of the room. “He’s punishing himself enough already.”

Kat held her hands up and went to stand next to Dylan, who wrapped an arm around her. As soon as she finished smiling up at him, she still sent a baby glare in my direction. So I gave her one right back, which made her grin.

Rory shifted on the couch and patted Garrett’s thigh before giving me a smile so full of pity that I wanted to snarl. Great. I was the cautionary tale now. Hey, look at Michael, he finally screwed up beyond what he knows how to fix.

Garrett started first, and I braced myself for him to mock me endlessly. But he didn’t. “Listen, we’ve all had our moments of sheer idiocy to varying degrees. But believe me when I tell you that the easy part of moving forward with Brooke will be explaining away the chick leaving your house.”

Rory glanced at him with surprise, just like the rest of us did.

“What do you mean by that?”

He shrugged. “Just what I said. That’s the easy part. The hard part is what happened before you left. She’s stubborn, she’s had to be the person in control of all the decisions for herself and two little kids. So when you stepped in, that made her feel out of control, which is probably really uncomfortable for her. Brooke is a strong woman, and let me tell you from experience that loving a strong woman doesn’t mean that you have to be the loudest guy in the room, waving the biggest stick and detracting the attention from her.” He gave Rory a smile so nauseatingly full of love that I almost rolled my eyes. “Sometimes it means you stand silently next to her until she needs you to step in and fight with her. Not fight in place of her, you’re fighting by her side.”

I hated when he made sense. And as he said the words, I knew he was right.

We all processed what he’d said in silence. Well, except Rory, who leaned in and gave him a full-on tongue kiss and then whispered something in his ear that made him laugh under his breath. After that, it seemed like advice time was over, which was fine by me. They got up to leave, both giving me hugs, and Tristan and I walked back to our place shortly after.

While Tristan unlocked the door, and had his back to me, I finally gave voice to the thing that had been gnawing at me most of all.

“You know what I hate the most?” I let out a deep breath, thankful that he wasn’t responding. “I hate that she’s probably sitting at home right now and hating me, hating me for proving her right about what kind of person I am. And I hate that I never had the balls to just be honest with her. That she made me feel completely out of my element, and I loved it. So, I hate that all this time, she probably thought I didn’t care about her.”

We walked back in the darkened interior of our house, and Tristan sighed as he flicked on the under-cabinet lights.

“So, tell her.” He leaned against the counter and held my eyes. “Tell her all of it.”

“What if,” I swallowed roughly, “what if it doesn’t change how she feels?”

Tristan nodded slowly, like he knew exactly what I was feeling, the abject terror of that particular possibility. “Then you’ll know, and you can choose whether or not you want to move on.”

I stared at him for a second and then huffed a laugh. “You’re the worst pep talk giver in the world, brother.”

He grinned so briefly that I almost didn’t see it, because he turned away. “I know.”

“If I do this,” I paused and stared at a random spot over his shoulder, “I’m not going half-ass. It’s gotta be big.”

The look Tristan gave me was full of warning, but not surprise.

“Just be careful. If you don’t give her some heads-up, she may kill you where you stand.”

Gulp. I rubbed at my chest, because wrong he was not.

After Tristan walked back to his room and left me alone in the kitchen, I walked into the family room and fell heavily into the couch. It was hard to remember that all of this had happened in one day. It was no wonder that my skin was heavy and fatigued, that I felt such a bone-deep exhaustion that I probably wouldn’t be able to relax enough to fall asleep.

An entire night of staring at the ceiling lay ahead of me, and it felt like exactly what I deserved. That I deserved to be in this exact position, of pining for someone who was likely too good for me. Too strong, too brave and too beautiful. And that was all of what made up Brooke on the inside. That had nothing to do with how she looked.

But for the first time, I was so miserable at the thought of not having a woman in my life, that standing before her and giving her the option of what she wanted to do with my heart sounded like the best possible option. Even if she decided to run it through the meat grinder.

Tristan told me earlier that I needed to learn patience. Standing back and waiting for Brooke to come to me when she was ready felt unacceptable. Felt impossible, actually.

But she would need some time to breathe, to work through how she did feel about me, given what she saw earlier. So, I could let her breathe, all that did was give me proper time to plan.


Twenty-Two

Brooke




When Julia let herself into my house the next day shortly after breakfast, I shouldn’t have been surprised. The look on her face surprised me even less.

“Who told you?” I asked while I stirred more cream into my seventh cup of coffee. Okay … it was my third, but my lack of sleep the night before would probably get me to seven cups faster than I’d like.

“Rory.”

My spoon clattered onto the countertop when I dropped it in surprise. “Rory?”

She nodded and pulled me in for a fast, hard hug. “Yeah, I guess they had a mini pow-wow last night with Michael and Tristan after … you know … what happened.”

I let out a harsh laugh, felt the quick bite of tears at the back of my eyes. “What happened. What a lovely way to phrase it.” Then I shrugged and picked up my coffee. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather not talk about it.”

Julia’s silence was so loaded when I turned my back, that I rolled my eyes.

“I can hear you thinking,” I told her after I took a sip of my drink. She greeted the twins with hugs and kisses, plopping herself on the floor so she could help Jacob stack some large, plastic blocks.

“I’ll think out loud if you want me to,” she said with a pointed look. “Those pretty bags under your eyes said you did enough thinking last night.”

“Bitch,” I muttered, but it wasn’t quiet enough.

“Bish, bish,” Piper said loudly, smacking her blocks onto the floor while she did.

Julia and I stared at each other in horror, then we both burst out laughing, which delighted Piper to no end. She squealed and clapped her hands.

“This is your fault,” I hissed between peals of laughter, which made Julia laugh even harder. Finally, she collapsed back on the floor. Jacob crawled over her, and she blew a raspberry into his neck. When she sat up, she wiped under eyes.

“I’m sorry. That’s the best thing I’ve ever heard.” She ruffled Piper’s hair. “Guess we’ll have to be more careful around you, chica.”

“See, this is why Italian is better, because then random people won’t think I’m a horrible influence on my daughter if she says it in a different language.”

They kept playing, and Julia got off the floor to join me on the couch. Out of sheer stubbornness, my absolute refusal to admit out loud to anyone that the thought of Michael sleeping with someone else might take a hammer to my heart for the damage it would do, I kept my eyes trained on the twins. Julia’s eyes were heavy on me, and after a few minutes of silence, I finally huffed and looked over at her.

“What?” I snapped.

“I just want to hear about what happened from your perspective. Isn’t that a sisterly thing to do?”

“Apparently you already did.” I drank more coffee, needing the fortification.

“Well, Rory heard about it from Michael. His version might be different than yours,” she said carefully.

I glanced at her sharply. “What does that mean?”

She held up her hands. “Nothing. Just the truth. His version of the events is bound to differ from yours, even if you both saw the same thing.”

I hated that she was right. I didn’t want to think about Michael’s version of what happened, especially if I backed it up all the way to when Kevin showed up, because Julia would definitely take his side there. And if Michael wasn’t currently dead in a ditch, then either Julia didn’t know about the woman at his house, or she knew something I didn’t.

Nothing happened, he’d yelled at me while he ran down the driveway. The question was whether I believed him or not. The scary part was that I didn’t want Michael to look bad in Julia’s eyes. I didn’t want her to hate him. Because I knew, I knew so deeply, that I didn’t hate him either. It wasn’t possible for me to hate him.

Which is why I started talking, why I told her everything that happened. From Kevin and my plans for the day, to Michael’s reaction when Kevin did show up, to our argument in the house and Michael storming off. She covered her mouth when I told her what I said about him laughing off life, making a joke of everything. Calling him a liar. What he’d said to me in return.

“Oh, Brooke,” she whispered behind her fingers.

My eyes welled up, because I didn’t think that about him at all. Michael, in a very short time, had become my best friend. The lover that I’d never experienced before, because our intimacy had stretched so far beyond the bedroom. And in answer, I’d shoved him into a box that he never asked to be in. My own stubborn refusal to admit or acknowledge what was happening between us cast him in a role that he clearly didn’t want when it came to me.

“And … and when I saw her come out of his house,” I whispered, unable to stop the first tear from dripping down my face. I quickly dashed it away and took a deep, steadying breath. “I thought I was going to break, Julia. I don’t say that to be dramatic. But the thought of him with someone else, so soon after I’d said such awful things to him,” I pressed a hand to my chest because I thought my heart was going to burst out of my chest simply by thinking about it again. “It was one of the most awful feelings I’ve ever had. I couldn’t even think about him touching me, because I was so angry. I’ve never felt so mad in my life.”

She smiled, even though her eyes were a bit shiny too. “And that’s saying something. You get mad a lot.”

I laughed. “Yeah. I guess I do.”

“Look, you’re kind of a control freak, Brooke,” she said gently. “Look at what you pulled with me and Cole.”

As much as I wanted to be upset by her observation, I couldn’t be. I’d legit manipulated that situation so that she was forced to face him again. Julia and Cole were inevitable, even after seven years apart, and I knew my sister well enough that she’d never have faced him if I hadn’t made some awesomely sneaky moves. I didn’t even realize I was grinning until she snorted.

“Okay,” I hedged, “I’ll give you that one. What’s your point?”

“Michael is the best kind of unplanned thing. He came out of nowhere, he was nothing you could plan for, so you categorized him in a way that made you feel like you were still in control of the situation. Because if you actually admitted to yourself how happy he makes you, how much better he makes your life, your kids’ lives, it would make it so much scarier.”

He did do all those things. The scariest part wasn’t in my inability to admit it, but in how seamless it had been. From day one. He just … fit. We fit. All four of us.

Julia wasn’t done though, giant jerk of a big sister. She couldn’t just leave it at me making emotional revelations about the man who’d inserted himself so perfectly into my life.

“Seeing him lose his temper, even mildly, on Kevin hit one of your biggest buttons, because it made you feel out of control. Just like the dad thing is one of his buttons.” When I opened my mouth to talk, she held up a finger to stop me. “But it’s not like Michael goes up to random dudes who aren’t involved in their kids’ lives. He did it because Kevin was hurting you. And correct me if I missed this part of the story, but did you ask Michael to not talk to Kevin?” My chagrined expression was answer enough so she nodded. “Look, if Michael feels even remotely the same sense of ownership over you that you feel over him, it’s totally understandable why he reacted that way. Maybe you didn’t realize how you felt about him until you saw that woman coming out of his house, but look at how it made you feel. No offense, you flipped out.”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat, tried to erase his horrified face out of my mind when he saw me in the driveway, the stricken look in his eyes when I screamed at him not to touch me. I shifted on the couch, unnerved by the accuracy of everything she was saying to me.

Did Michael feel a sense of ownership over me? Over the relationship we’d somehow found ourselves in? Yeah, I had a strong feeling that he did. And in my extreme short-sightedness, I’d thrown it back in his face. All he’d done was stand up for me, and even more importantly, he’d stood up for Piper and Jacob. Another tear fell and I didn’t wipe it away.

“Who invited you over again?”

“No one,” she said non-plussed. “I invited myself because once I heard from Rory, I knew you’d need to talk this out.”

“Thank you.” I meant it, too. Even though I felt worse, and I felt better, I was glad she was there. Then I gave her a curious look. “So, you know what happened with the skank?”

Julia rolled her eyes. “That’s horribly judgmental. And yes. But that’s not my story to tell.”

“Bi—” I stopped mid-word when she widened her eyes meaningfully and then looked down at Piper. “Fine. Jerk.” Then I gave her a sharp-eyed look. “Should I assume that your calm reaction to Michael’s version of events means he was telling me the truth?”

She mimed closing a zipper over her mouth and I scoffed. But I caught her tiny wink as I glanced away.

“Ugh. You’re annoying.”

She laughed and leaned over to hug me. “You know what the best part about all of this is? That you and Michael are so similar. You both love so fiercely. He’s just never found a woman like you to channel it into. You’ll both go to the mats for the people you love. He’s exactly the kind of man that I’d pick for you, little sister.”

I pointed a finger at her. “See, that’s what I’ll need to get used to. It’s been a long time since I’ve let anyone fight my battles for me.”

“He won’t have to fight them for you,” she clarified. “He’ll fight them with you. That’s what true partnership is.” Julia gave me a self-deprecating smile. “Believe me, I let seven years pass without Cole because that lesson was so hard for me to learn. I get it.”

“I know you do.”

Someone fighting my battles with me. Side by side. A teammate. Okay, I did like the sound of that.

Then something occurred to me, and my smile dropped.

“Unfortunately,” I grumbled, “there is one battle that I need get out of the way before I figure out anything with Michael.”
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“Thanks for meeting me,” I told Kevin when he sat across the booth from me.

“Yeah, no problem.” He shifted uncomfortably. He should be uncomfortable, since this was the first time I’d seen him since he stood in my driveway, facing off with Michael. Julia came back so she could stay with the twins while I met him for coffee. I wouldn’t need a whole meal to say what I needed to say, and until I said it, I had no desire to have him in my house again.

A smiling waitress brought us glasses of ice water, and when Kevin ordered an iced tea, I said I’d have the same. After she walked away, I took a second to stare at him. Someone that I’d spent more than two years with should be someone that I knew better.

At one point, I thought I knew Kevin, but it wasn’t something I’d ever been sure of. That I could rest my certainty in the relationship. Maybe that’s why as pissed as I was that he left me, I wasn’t heartbroken. Kevin hadn’t loved me any more than I’d loved him, and I think that’s the only reason that we could be sitting across from each other like we were.

Jacob did have characteristics of Kevin, and I could take that at face value now. Piper may look like me, but some day, she may show shades of her father in different ways.

“You missed so much, Kevin.”

He stared down at the table, but didn’t say anything.

“First time they sat up, first time they slept through the night, first time they smiled.” I pressed a hand to my aching chest at the memory. “It was so amazing. And you chose not to be there for any of it.”

His face was glum, and guilty. “I know.”

“Do you? I don’t think you really know at all.” I shook my head. “And that’s the worst part to me. I’m so disgusted that you could walk away from those perfect little babies. I don’t want to share them with you. That’s what the selfish part of me says.”

My heart was racing as I spoke. This was why I wanted to be in public, because I wasn’t sure that I could keep my temper in check if there had been no witnesses around us.

“I don’t blame you for feeling that way,” he said in a low voice.

There were crumbs in front of me, and when I had to take a few seconds to actively will my blood pressure down at his lukewarm bullshit attempt to calm me, I swept them away with a short, quick brush of my hand.

“I’m only going to have this conversation with you once, Kevin,” I started, and he folded his hands on the Formica table to listen. “I know you were telling the truth about your car the other day. If I hadn’t talked to the tow truck driver myself, I’d think you were full of shit. And while you may not have been lying about that, I don’t believe yet that you really want to be part of the twins’ lives. I think that if you were forced to go in front of a judge, I couldn’t shake the feeling that you’d just leave again, rather than be held legally accountable for your part of the bargain.”

He lifted his chin. “What kind of agreement?”

I laughed under my breath, but he knew I was not amused in the slightest. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to ask you for child support.” I leaned forward slightly, made sure he was paying attention. “And I’d be entitled to it if I tried, just so you know. Even making more than you, I’d be entitled to it.”

“I do have a job now,” he said, defensiveness coloring his words. “It’s a good job, too. I don’t have any plans to leave Colorado right now.”

“Right now you don’t,” I clarified. “I’m glad you have a good job, Kevin. I really am. But unless you do want to take this in front of a judge, you have a long way to go to earn any sort of physical custody. The bottom line is that I don’t trust you yet, but I can get there, as long as you keep showing up when you say you’re going to.”

“I will.”

He meant it, I could see in his eyes. It made me feel better, but I still needed him to understand.

The waitress brought our iced teas, and I smiled up at her. Kevin left his paper-wrapped straw on the table and took a drink from the glass. To give myself a reprieve, I slowly unwrapped my straw and stirred in some sugar from one of the paper packets on the table. After I took a long drink, I pushed the plastic cup aside so I could put my hands on the table, mirroring how he was still sitting.

“No matter how frustrated I was the other day, I do want to believe you. No matter what the selfish part of me says, I want you to be part of their life.” He looked relieved when I said it. “They’re half of you, Kevin. Half of me. I hope our kids can grow up and know exactly what they get from you and what they get from me, because they’ll see it in both of us.”

“Jacob looks like me, doesn’t he?” he said on a half-smile.

“Yeah, he does.”

Kevin searched my face. “I feel like there’s a but coming.”

I smiled slightly. “But … even if you never see them again, I will teach them how to be respectful and kind. I will teach them to be the kind of people who would never shirk on their responsibilities. Piper and Jacob will grow up knowing to never take their life for granted. How to work for the things they want. And I’m telling you right now … they will know how a real man takes care of the people in his life.” His face was somber as I spoke, and I kept my voice low enough that no one else around us in the busy restaurant could hear what I was saying. “I hope you can keep your shit together long enough to help me with that, but regardless of whether you do or not, our children will never feel like less because your issues prohibited you from manning up when you should have.”

“Okay,” he said quietly and glanced over his shoulder. “I’ll be around, Brooke. I promise. And I’m glad they have you as their mom.”

This time, I smiled normally. “Me too. They’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I know you don’t know them very well yet, but once you do, I hope you can understand why.”

When I pulled my purse strap over my shoulder, he nodded and pulled some cash out of his wallet. After he tossed it on the table to cover our drinks, we stood at the same time. In silence, we walked out of the restaurant. It was cloudy and cold, the air smelling like the first snow of winter was going to arrive shortly.

Kevin’s car was parked next to mine, and when I pulled my keys out, he turned to me.

“Tell that guy I’m sorry that I was a dick to him.”

I swallowed and peered over at him. “Michael?”

Kevin nodded. “Yeah. I guess I was jealous for a second. But he seems like he really cares about you. And the kids.”

“He does,” I whispered, my heart swelling impossibly in my chest. “He’s a really good man.”

“Good. I’m … uhh … then I’m happy for you.” He exhaled heavily and held his arms out for a hug. “Is this okay?”

I allowed it, and the hug was mercifully brief. It was friendly, but I didn’t need it to happen again. Kevin waved as I climbed in my car and started it up. When I drove away, I felt lighter than I had in years.

Julia’s car wasn’t in the driveway when I got home, so I pulled my phone out to call her, and when I did, there was a text from her on the lock screen.

Julia: Cole really wanted the twins to see the new TV he bought. I’ll bring them back in a couple hours. <3

I shook my head, but couldn’t help but laugh at the image of Cole proudly playing a Baby Einstein DVD on his new massive flat screen.

Before I got out of the car, I flipped through my message threads until I came to Michael’s name. Without thinking too hard about it, I tapped out a message and hit send.

Me: I’m sorry I didn’t believe you, about any of it. If you’d like to talk, let me know.

My head dropped back on the headrest while I imagined him getting that, imagined how I’d feel if that was what he sent to me. It wasn’t enough, so I sent one more.

Me: I miss you.

Better. I nodded my head resolutely and was about to get out of the car when my phone chimed with an incoming text. I sank back in my seat and took a deep breath before opening the screen. As long as his response consisted of more than the middle finger emoji, I could handle it.

Michael: I miss you too. And I’m the one who needs to apologize. I NEVER touched her, but I shouldn’t have even let her in the house. I’m sorry for insinuating you were stupid. You’re not. You’re the smartest, most amazing woman I know (don’t tell my mom).

I laughed, my fingers covering my mouth. Relief was sweet and instant and I closed my eyes at how overwhelming it was. And sweet though it was, it wasn’t enough. I needed my arms around him, his arms around me. Just as I was about to start my car to drive over to his place, another text came in.

Michael: In fact, I’d love to continue this conversation. So if you don’t mind, get your ass out of the driveway and come inside, you’re stealing my thunder.

My eyes snapped up to the house, and I couldn’t scramble fast enough to the front door, which was unlocked. As soon as I walked in, I saw a piece of white paper, folded into a neat square. I covered my mouth when I saw a trail of them, one every few feet, leading down the hallway and turning into the family room.

In neat, small letters, Michael’s handwriting was the first thing I saw when I unwrapped the first square.

The following are the new rules that I hope we’ll be adhering to. In order to not be more presumptuous than I already am, I politely request that you read them out loud. XO, Michael

With a shocked laugh, I picked up the next square, and started my search for him.


Twenty-Three

Michael




“Rule number one,” Brooke’s voice came from down the hallway. “Shirts are entirely optional when we’re in the same room.” Then she laughed, the sound so full of delight that I smiled broadly from where I was sitting on the edge of her bed. “Except when the kids are around, because I’m a really good influence on them.”

I tucked my chin down into my chest to smother my laugh.

A few steps further, and she picked up another piece of paper, unfolding it slowly. Far more slowly than I expected her to.

“Rule number two.” She hummed when she saw the rest. “Daily kisses are not optional. Punishment for missed kisses will be corporal in nature.”

Then she scoffed as she read the next sentence. “I know what spanking is, Michael. You didn’t have to explain it to me.”

The need to go to her was almost too much to ignore, but if I messed up the first grand gesture I’d ever attempted in my life, I’d kick my own ass. The fact that she was actually going along with it, and not kicking me out of the house was a very good sign.

“Rule number three. You are required to share meals with me at least four nights a week, because I’m very needy and I also eat a lot.”

Her footsteps got closer and I sat up straight, fixed the collar on my shirt.

“Rule number four. Whenever you sit by me, holding hands is required for ultimate television watching experience.”

Her fingers fit perfectly in mine. They were slender and pale, occasionally dotted with hair color from one of her clients.

“Rule number five.” Her voice was deeper, quieter now and I let out a slow breath. “Weekly sleepovers, occurring anywhere from one to three nights per week, will be up for mutual discussion. Your bed is preferable because it’s bigger.”

“Rule number six.” Now Brooke let out a deep breath, and I swallowed against a suddenly dry mouth. Not seeing her look at these was much harder than I’d expected. “Telling me when I do something stupid is not only allowed, but it’s highly encouraged, because I’ll need to be taught how to be a boyfriend. But I assure you, I’m entirely trainable.”

She sniffed, and I curled my hands into fists when I stood from the bed.

“Rule number seven. I am always going to be there for you, in any capacity that you’ll allow me. See also- Wine-bringer, hug-giver, kiss-recipient, willing sex slave and partner in life.” Her voice trailed off at the end, and she sniffed again. I had to look up at the ceiling to blink rapidly.

“Where are you, Michael?” she asked quietly, and I heard her pick up the last piece of paper and unfold it with painstaking slowness. She was right outside the bedroom door, and I could hear every single inhale from her perfect lips.

“Rule number eight.” Her swallow was audible, and she sucked in a shaky breath. “Guard each other’s hearts. Respect them, protect them, and cherish them over anyone else’s. Never, ever break them.”

She turned the corner, eyes on the floor for more papers, when she saw me standing there.

“Hi.”

Her smile was slow, and her face was wet with tears. “Hi.”

She didn’t move at first and I swallowed roughly. “I’m really glad you didn’t kill me for doing this.”

Brooke laughed and folded her hands primly in front of her. “Me too.” Then she lifted an eyebrow. “Though it really was presumptuous of you. What if I hadn’t sent you that text?” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “What if I’d told you to get the hell out?”

I took a step closer and then it was her turn to swallow. “I would’ve kept trying. I never would’ve given up.”

“How stalker-ish of you.”

Maybe I would’ve believed her, if a tear hadn’t slipped down her face. Or if her eyes weren’t looking up at me the way they were, so full of relief. No one had ever looked at me the way Brooke was right now: like she’d never get enough of me. Of us.

Slowly, I walked the rest of the way to her and cupped her face in my hands, brushing away her tears with my thumbs until there was nothing on her skin that didn’t deserve to be there. Her hands slid around my waist, and she tucked her fingers into the waistband of my jeans.

“You know what’s weird?” I asked, fully aware that I was probably messing it up.

“What?”

“Falling in love with you was easy.”

She blinked rapidly, and her deep brown eyes filled all over again. Her smile spread quickly though. “That’s weird, huh?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I always thought falling in love would be scary. That it would be hard. But it wasn’t with you. I was there before I even knew what happened to me. And I think … I think it’s because I was always meant to do this. I’m in a thousand percent, Brooke. With you, and the kids. I was meant to be right here with you.”

“You were,” she said immediately, without a moment’s hesitation. She pushed up on tiptoes and pressed a soft kiss to my mouth. We held like that for a second before she pulled back and met my eyes. “Because I was meant to love you too. And I do.”

I wrapped her in my arms, breathed in the sweet, clean scent of her hair where I pressed my nose. We pulled away at the same time, and I kissed her deeply, sweeping my tongue into her mouth and groaning at the taste of her. It was glorious. Her hands dug into my hair and she tilted her head, taking me even further into her, into us. I lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around my waist.

Turning us, I braced one hand on the bed so she didn’t have to let go of me when I laid her down. We kissed and kissed and kissed. Soft, small ones. Deep, writhing kisses that made her whimper. Our hands never left each other’s bodies, but neither of us moved to take it further than the kisses.

I could’ve kissed her forever. I wanted to kiss her forever.

When I leaned up on one elbow so I could see her face, she smiled up at me so sweetly that my heart skipped a beat. A manly sort of skip. Full of testosterone.

“Do you know when I realized that I might actually have a chance with you after all the shit that happened?”

“Hmm.” She traced the edge of my lips with her fingertip, and I pressed a small kiss to the fleshy pad. “When?”

I swallowed, praying I wasn’t making a mistake by bringing it up, even though we’d both texted our apologies. I needed to look into her eyes, say the things that scared me. “When you were so mad at me. That night at my house.” Her face registered surprise, but she didn’t interrupt, merely burrowed deeper into my arms. “If I’d seen a man walk out of your place so soon after we fought, I would’ve gone crazy,” I admitted.

“Because you were mine.” She kissed me again, wrapped her arms around my neck and spoke against my mouth. “I went crazy because you were mine. I just hadn’t admitted to myself yet.”

Carefully, I unhooked her arm from around my neck so I could see her face. “Nothing happened, Brooke. I swear it. The second I let her in, I knew it was stupid to have her there, when the only woman I wanted was you.”

She looked into my eyes and gave me a tiny smile. “I think I believed you right away, I just needed my heart to catch up with what I’d just seen. That can take a little longer sometimes.”

I smoothed a hand up her back, underneath the thin layer of her sweater. “It can. But either way, if you’d been disgusted, or annoyed, I don’t think I would’ve felt so optimistic about my little plan here.”

“Yeah,” she said on a laugh. “Speaking of that. Did you come up with it all by yourself?”

I blew air through my lips. “Hell yeah, I did. I’m really creative.”

Brooke laughed so hard that the bed shook, and I joined her. Then she rolled over me and straddled my lap. My hands settled in the curve of her hips and I sat up so I could kiss her. Her eyes focused on the nightstand clock.

“We’ve got about forty-five minutes before Julia brings the twins back.”

“Oh yeah?”

She nodded, her bottom lip pinned between her teeth, and then she pulled her sweater off. My hands left her hips so that I could trace a line starting at the bottom of her throat, down between her breasts, and onto the soft skin of her stomach.

“Rule number nine,” she said in a husky voice. “Taking off my bra is always your job.”

“Ooh. I like that rule.” My fingers slid behind her back so I could unhook the clasp. Brooke leaned down to kiss across my chest and I sucked in a breath when she bit down on the muscle in my shoulder.

“Don’t you think we should have an even ten?” she asked while her fingers worked on my belt buckle.

“I don’t think I can think at all right now,” I said while I stared at her above me. She laughed, her dark hair spilling over her shoulders to cover her chest.

“Come on.” She pouted. “You can think of something.”

I sat up and weaved my fingers into her hair, cupping the back of her head before I kissed her. When I pulled back, her eyes were hazy and her lips swollen.

“Rule number ten,” I said, memorizing every part of her in that moment. “Love me forever.”

She smiled. “I can do that.”

“Good.” I rolled us and stretched out over her. “Let’s start now.”


Epilogue


Michael


Eleven months later

“They sent us the wrong cake,” Brooke moaned when she lifted the lid from the bakery. “Son of a bitch.”

I wrapped an arm around her and we stared down at Fred’s retirement cake. I knew that was because the frosting letters that said Congratulations on your retirement, Fred!

Definitely not Jacob’s cake for the twins’ second birthday. Piper’s was correct, thank goodness. Maybe Fred was celebrating his newfound freedom with a Paw Patrol smash cake.

“This is all Julia’s fault,” I said, shaking my head. “If she wasn’t being so selfish by fostering children without homes, Jacob would have the right cake. Let’s go egg their house. Then we can tell Marcus he needs to find somewhere else to live because he’s distracting Julia.”

Brooke laughed and turned to hug me. “This is why I need you forever and ever.” Her eyes met mine and she smiled, even though I knew the cake thing still pissed her off. “It could always be worse, right?”

“Hell yes, and I can’t believe you even put that out into the universe, because now one of them is definitely going to break something.”

The words were still hanging out of my mouth, the sounds in the air, my lips still forming the ing when there was a crash and a wail.

Brooke’s eyes fell shut and she sighed. “It’s your turn.”

I darted forward to give her a fast, hard kiss. “Yes, it is.”

When the crying increased about three-fold in volume, I turned and jogged out of the kitchen and down the hallway. The noise was coming from Brooke and my bedroom, as I’d moved in about four months earlier.

“Oh, Piper.” I whistled. “You are in so much trouble, little lady.”

Jacob was sitting on the bedroom floor, the side of his face red and large tears falling down his still-chubby cheeks. There were piles of clothes everywhere on the floor. Brooke’s clothes, not mine.

“’Is a ass-ident, Michael.”

Man. When she said my name like that. Her little lips couldn’t quite say it right, so it came out like Mike-ooh. Every single time, my heart melted.

I propped my hands on my hips. “An accident, huh? How’d all those clothes get ripped out of Mommy’s closet?”

Piper, with her giant brown eyes just like Brooke, blinked up at me and gave me a shy smile that was so fake, so practiced, that I had to try not to break into laughter.

“Piper hur’ me,” Jacob said in between sniffs. I leaned down and hefted him in my arms. Immediately, he buried his face into my neck.

“You know, someday, we’re gonna give you a free pass to just get her back.” My hand smoothed up his back while he calmed his tears. I winked at Piper and she giggled. “But until then, Piper, say you’re sorry and quit hitting him with hangers or whatever it is that you hit him with.”

Instead of apologizing, she ran off, dark hair flying and her laughter bouncing off through the hallway.

I leaned backward so I could see Jacob’s face. “You okay, buddy?”

He nodded solemnly. Instead of climbing off my lap like I expected him to, he laid his hand on the side of my face.

“Love you.”

Nope. My eyes did not burn with manly unshed tears. My throat did not close up. I cleared my throat and blinked a few times.

“Love you too, buddy.” Briefly, I tickled his sides and then set him on the ground while he giggled. “Go stand your ground, man. Don’t let her push you around.”

“Kay!” And he was off, tearing down the hallway after his sister.

With an oomph, I fell back onto the bed and sighed. Never in my life did I think it was possible to survive on as little sleep. They’d both had colic the week before, and Brooke and I had taken shifts of who stayed up with them.

In the quiet room, my eyes fell shut, but it wasn’t long before I felt someone crawling over the mattress to me. The scent of Brooke hit me in the next moment, and I smiled.

“Hey, baby.”

She snuggled in next to me and sighed when I tucked my arm around her back. “Hey.”

“Are we allowed to nap during the party?”

Her laugh made me smile, even though she pinched me in the side. “I wish. I could nap for a week right now. But no. If I have to be there, you have to be there.”

“Deal.” My hand found its favorite spot, just above her hip bone, and I stroked the skin there under her shirt.

“Do you …” Then she shook her head and nestled further into my chest.

“What?” I kissed her forehead.

Brooke propped her chin on my chest and stared up at me. “Do you ever wonder how the hell you found yourself in this crazy house? No sleep and sick kids and a woman who can easily go three days surviving on nothing but coffee and dry shampoo?”

“And wine. Don’t forget wine.”

She made like she was going to punch me in the balls, and I rolled so I was facing her. She was laughing, and so was I.

We had a lot of that in our life. In the crazy house that I never would’ve guessed would be the absolute perfect fit. There wasn’t time to be bored, and I could sit and watch Pixar movies any time I wanted.

That Toy Story 3 gets me every time.

Despite the crazy, and the lack of sleep, and never-ending crying and mess and baths and temper tantrums and hugs and cuddles and sibling fights, I was exactly where I was always meant to be.

“Of course, I wonder that,” I answered.

“Really?” She looked embarrassed.

“No, no. Don’t misunderstand.” With the hand not on her back, I cupped the side of her face and pulled her mouth to mine so I could steal a kiss. “Usually I just wonder why it took me so long to get here.”

“Good answer.” Her eyes were warm and pleased.

“I love you.”

“Love you, too.” Brooke tugged her bottom lip between her teeth. “You know … I haven’t asked you yet if you’re going to propose to me today.”

I sighed. “No, you haven’t.”

“Are you?”

“Woman, you’ve asked me this every day for a month. And every day I tell you the same thing.”

If it was possible for your heart to smile, mine was doing it. We’d done this dance for the last thirty days, when she found a receipt that she thought was for a ring, even though it was smudged. So being my perfect, nosy little Brooke, she just started asking.

“I know, I know. The more I ask, the more you’ll make me wait.”

She kissed me and stood off the bed. I slapped her ass and she squeaked. “You got it.”

Brooke left the room and I laid there for another minute. Her parents would be there soon, Cole and Julia and their six-month-old foster son, Marcus, who’d hopefully be a legal part of our family soon. And I’d invited all our friends, even though Brooke didn’t know that.

Because the ring that was tucked into the front pocket of my jeans was burning a hole there, and I couldn’t wait to get down on one knee in front of all the people who loved us, and ask Brooke to be my wife, ask the twins if I could stay with them forever.

“One more hour, future Mrs. Whitfield.” I sighed contentedly and closed my eyes again, so happy with my life that it didn’t feel fair. “One more hour.”
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Check out the rest of the Bachelors of the Ridge. They’re each standalone reads and FREE in Kindle Unlimited.

Grab Tristan next HERE.

Then don’t forget to read Dylan, Garrett, and Cole’s love story too!
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You were brave to tell me your stories, to let me pick your brain. But nothing can match the bravery it takes to continually believe in love, and be fearless in the pursuit of it.


I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the heart’s affection, and the truth of imagination.

- John Keats


Chapter One


Tristan



I didn't fall in love with Anna Calder the first night I met her. I liked her. Was attracted to her. No, it wasn't the first night. Or the second, though after that I had a hard time pushing her from my thoughts.

It was the third night. Through the years, I did my best not to think about it. Of how she made me feel, the quiet spreading of peace that sitting near her brought me. But I was thinking about it tonight while I sanded down the edges of a bench with smooth, sure strokes. I could've used my electric handheld sander, but I wanted more control, and it took longer.

The sky had fallen dark outside, a product of the shortening days and cooler nights that were slowly introducing fall to Colorado. My workshop was quiet, other than the scratch of the sanding block against wood. Instead of what I was doing, I should've been at home getting ready for my friend Garrett's thirty-sixth birthday party.

Garrett, whose sister I'd been in love with since the third night I met her more than six years ago. That night sealed her into my bones and my blood, and even if I'd been gifted with the ability to reach inside and extract her, I wasn't sure that I would use it.

Without conscious thought, my hand stopped moving and I stared at the variegated wood grain, deeper now that I'd sanded it down further. I'd see her tonight, at his birthday party, and the thought washed me with pain. With longing. And with an ache that I'd never be strong enough to ignore.

After one last pass with the sanding block over the perfectly smooth edge, I took a deep breath and wiped the sawdust off my hands. The window in front of me showed a garish reflection from the bright fluorescent lights behind me. My features were distorted from the way I blocked the light, and that was fine by me.

I'd never wanted to meet my own eyes when I thought of Anna anyway.

That's what happened when you were in love with a married woman. You lost the ability to stare yourself down. Lost the ability to man the hell up and move on. Or maybe that was only me. Maybe I was the weakest person I'd ever known for not being able to move on from Anna. That's why I'd go to my friend's birthday party, with all their eyes on me with varying degrees of pity and sadness. Or maybe they didn’t look at me that way, and I only felt like they did. To the credit of my friends, they never judged the sin I committed every time I looked at Anna across the room and felt the burn of her in my heart.

Anna didn't know, of course. And that was the other reason I struggled to meet my own gaze. Because the reflection of me staring back knew as well as the real me that I'd never tell her. I'd simply suffer in the truth of what I felt for her, and she'd stay with him, despite how unhappy she was.

Which is why I turned off all the lights, locked up the shop behind me and walked over the frost-frozen grass to where my truck was parked in the darkened lot. More often than not, I was the last person to leave work, no matter what time of year. My brother and I worked for our uncle's general contracting business, but my preference was to spend my time in the woodworking shop I'd built behind the main building. Any custom work that needed to be done for clients, or side jobs that didn't interfere with our schedule was done there, and I had very few interruptions.

My truck rumbled to life when I turned the key into the ignition, and my hand hesitated before turning on the radio. If I count the number of hours that I spent in silence, it should probably worry me. But useless noise, just to fill the quiet was a waste to me. Words should be spoken because they meant something, music played because it filled a void, or settled a mood.

That quiet was broken with the jarring ring of my cell phone. My jaw tightened, because most days I wanted to bury it in the backyard and never let it see the light of the day again. But I lifted the screen and swiped my thumb across to answer my brother's call.

"What is it?"

His laugh at my curt greeting didn’t even grate anymore. Michael was my opposite in every possible way, but he was still the person who knew me best.

"You're coming, right?" he asked, nonplussed as always. My hand tightened on the steering wheel and I squinted against the bright cut of oncoming headlights. I grunted in answer and he chuckled under his breath. "Verbal confirmation, Tristan. Use your words."

I rolled my neck when I stopped for a red light and then sighed. "Yes."

Some people might explain further. If I'd been someone else, I might say that I didn't want to go, I was dreading going, or maybe something mundane like I still needed to grab a shower. Michael knew that about me, and respected it when it mattered most. Anna was something he didn't push me on. No one did, actually. Not even Garrett, who was fully aware of my feelings for his sister. His married sister.

I'd promised him a long time ago that I'd never step over that line, I'd never pursue her while she was with him. Even though we all knew she was miserable with him, even though he was a dick who didn't deserve to trade air with her, I'd always respect her decision to stay.

"Great. Brooke and I are heading over as soon as the babysitter gets here." There was commotion in the background, as there often was when I spoke to my brother. He lived with his fiancée Brooke, and her almost two-year-old twins. His life was the very definition of noise and chaos, laughter and motion. Michael's life with Brooke was bright and alive.

Whereas I lived in a self-imposed space of hushed noises and intentional silence, merely because it fit my mood and my insides. It matched everything for me. How I looked at the world. How I looked at myself.

Michael cleared his throat, and I realized I hadn't responded. "See you soon."

"Don't take too long doing your man bun, bro."

I rolled my eyes and a short laugh escaped me in a puff of reluctant air. When you kept your hair long, the jokes never stopped. Especially when your younger brother was a jackass.

"I won't."

When Michael hung up, I tossed my phone onto the seat next to me and pulled into the driveway of my house. I used to share it with him, until he moved in with Brooke. It was just one more piece of my life, the periphery of it, that had changed in the last couple years.

Within the space of a few streets in our neighborhood, The Ridge at Alta Vista, lived all of my closest friends. Less than three years ago, we were all single, and the proximity wasn’t just what introduced us all to each other, but it was convenient, made doing things like hiking on weekends, sharing beer during a football game easier.

Cole still lived across the street, but now he shared his home with his wife Julia and their foster son. Garrett and his wife Rory were across the street, as well.

Dylan, who lived a couple streets over, had been the first to fall down the rabbit hole with his longtime girlfriend Kat. Over the next two years, they all fell like dominoes into a blissfully paired existence. Michael’s fall into domestication was the most recent, and watching him move seamlessly into his life with Brooke left me as the lone man standing, as it were.

The only unchanged thing left from a phase in life that felt incredibly far away now that I looked back on it. Unchanged in every way, really.

When I let myself into the house through the garage, I realized that yet again, I’d forgotten to leave any lights on. It was never on purpose, because I usually didn’t realize that I’d left the house in complete darkness until I walked back in the door and almost felt swallowed by it.

The glaring symbolism didn’t escape me, that I consistently forgot to take action that would make coming home more welcoming, make the space seem less dark and obviously empty.

The shower I took was quick and cold, my movements methodical as I dried myself off and threw the towel onto the bathroom floor when I was finished. The clothes I grabbed were the first I laid my hands on, jeans and a gray Henley. From the stack of hair bands on my nightstand, I snatched one and raked my fingers through my damp hair to pull it back low. Not once did I look at myself in the mirror to see the fruits of my labor. No one would care anyway. I certainly didn't.

Knowing I was ready, knowing that I had zero in the way of excuses before walking across the street to Garrett and Rory’s house, made the pit in my stomach yawn uncomfortably. How was I not used to being in the same place as Anna yet?

How had I not steeled myself from knowing that in that home, she'd be smiling and laughing, she'd be kind and talk to me if I approached her. She'd be there alone.

She was always alone.

That's what gave me the pit. That's what made it even harder when I thought about whether I wanted to go or not. If he was there, with a hand low on her back, refilling her drink, making her laugh, I'd be able to yank down the steel wall necessary to shut her out.

But he never was.

Which meant I was forced to see her suffer, see the slight pinch of loneliness clear behind her dark eyes, which was as painful as knowing that she still wasn't mine. It was worse, actually.

I let out a slow, heavy breath and stood, snatching my jacket from where I'd tossed it over the back of the chair in my bedroom. While I walked across the street to Garrett's, I didn't even take the time to shrug it over my shoulders, because I liked how the cool air felt.

When I ascended the front porch, there was sound spilling from the house like the walls and windows weren't even there. Like the happiness inside was too big for one space.

Just as I was about to knock, Garrett’s wife Rory opened the door with a wide smile on her face. "Hey, Tristan. Come on in."

I nodded and walked past her. Garrett was in the kitchen talking to a couple I didn't recognize, probably someone that he and Rory worked with at the company they ran. Michael and Brooke hadn't arrived yet, but I could see Cole and his wife Julia sitting on the couch. A few other unfamiliar faces filled the room, some that weren’t unfamiliar, but not the one I wanted to see.

No Anna.

It was as second nature as breathing, to do a quick scan of the room and look for a glimpse of her inky black hair, a flash of the smile I loved so much.

It was one of the first things I’d noticed about her, actually. Her smile. When you weren’t someone who did it often—smiled often—you noticed the people who were generous with theirs. Not just generous, but genuine too. And Anna was.

Never in my life did I fight the impulse to smile back at someone as much as I did when I was watching her, or in the moments speaking to her, sitting next to her, rare that those moments were.

My throat was rough and dry, chalked with disappointment at not seeing her, despite the apprehension I always felt before I did, but I swallowed past it. Rory was talking to me, something about where drinks were, so I nodded absently. Garrett smiled in my direction and I thumped him on the back as I passed, not wanting to interrupt his conversation.

The beer in the fridge was cold, and I opened it as I walked to where Cole and Julia were sitting. She smiled sweetly at me.

"Tristan, can you prove a point for me?"

I froze and Cole laughed.

Julia rolled her eyes but pulled out her phone and flipped it around so that I could see a picture of a wood headboard, some DIY article that would likely make the project seem easier than it really would turn out to be.

“It’s a headboard,” I said slowly.

Her mouth twitched as she fought a smile. “Yes, it is. And I’m trying to convince my husband here that it would be a piece of cake to make one for the guest room. It wouldn’t be that difficult, would it?”

Cole gave me a look. A don’t you dare agree with her right now look.

To buy myself some time, I took a sip of beer and very much wished I’d sat somewhere else. But she raised her eyebrows and I winced.

“It wouldn’t be difficult for me.” I tipped the bottle toward Cole. “But I can’t say whether it would be easy for him.”

“Hey,” Cole said.

I lifted an eyebrow. He narrowed his eyes right back.

Julia stifled a laugh at his incensed reaction.

I sighed, resigned myself to the fate of a man who enjoyed projects like that. “Send me the link. I can make one for you in between projects.”

She gushed her thanks, Cole smirked like he’d just gotten exactly what he wanted, and I tried to relax in my seat while I took another glance around.

Nothing. But she’d come. Anna was somewhat of a secondary fixture in our group of friends. Her presence wasn’t a given when we got together. But for her brother’s birthday, she’d come.

“So how’s everything in your life, Tristan? We’ve been so MIA with the baby, I feel like I don’t know if there’s anything new going on.”

“Nothing new with me.” I gave her a small smile.

“Oh,” she said and flicked her eyes to Cole.

As soon as it left her lips, I questioned my ability to survive the entire night. I liked Julia. She made Cole happy. But that one syllable was so laden with subtext, I was surprised it didn't hit the ground on its way to me. Poor Tristan. We're all here with our person, and your person is an impossibility.

“Well,” she continued brightly, “It’s good to see you. Even if there’s nothing new and exciting.”

“Yeah. Same.”

Cole gave me a concerned look that made me want to dig my eyes out so I wouldn't have to see it. "You sound like you're getting a colonoscopy."

I gave him a dry look when Julia snorted. "Nice." Before they could ask something else that I’d likely read far too much into or really not want to talk about, I tilted my chin at the door. “Are Dylan and Kat coming?”

Cole shrugged. “Not sure.”

“They’re not,” Julia interrupted. “I heard Rory say that Dylan got called into work because one of his assistant managers got sick or something and Kat wasn’t feeling well.”

I nodded. It was a weird feeling, to miss my friends, miss what we used to have, but also desperately crave my time alone. Someone opened the front door and I fought the urge to look. Instead, I watched Julia’s reaction, which was blank. Which meant it wasn’t Anna. Even though she knew Anna the least out of anyone in our group, she’d have a smile, maybe a quick glance in my direction to gauge my reaction.

The volume of the music playing from the speakers mounted in the wall increased in volume, and Julia swayed in her seat a bit. In her lap was a throw pillow that should have looked fussy with the rest of the fabric, but it didn't. It went perfectly.

Because Anna picked it out.

Though Rory had added touches of her personality since she and Garrett got married, Anna had done all the interior design when Garrett bought the place brand new. I pinched my eyes shut, not caring if it made me look crazy. Because of a throw pillow.

I stood from my chair, ignoring the curious looks from Cole and Julia. "Just need some air," I muttered and gestured to the slider leading out to the back porch. They'd set up propane heaters in case anyone gathered out on the back porch, but so far the space was blissfully empty.

When I pulled the slider closed, the noise muted and I could breathe more deeply. I sat heavily in the chair closest to me and set my beer down with a hard click.

"Get your shit together," I whispered harshly, annoyance crashing over me as I pinched the bridge of my nose.

Then I snorted, because yeah, like it was that easy.


Chapter Two


Anna



From where I sat at the vanity in the master bathroom, I could hear my husband on his computer. Marcus had a way of typing that made it sound like he was attacking the keyboard with a two by four. The first year of marriage, I teased him about it. He had rolled his eyes, but nothing else. At the time, I thought that was a sign of indulging me, maybe even slight amusement.

Now I knew better. Beneath my ribs, my heart didn't even blip with disappointment anymore when he ignored me. I'd lost that particular reaction sometime around our fifth anniversary. Apathy was the most comforting and useful talent that I could hone, that I perfected in order to get through every day.

It was harder to be apathetic to the looks I got from my family, who still couldn't understand why I stayed.

Join the club, people. Sometimes you made the same decision over and over so many times that your reasoning got lost in the mundane actions of living every single day. Despite that, the memory of your reasoning felt like enough to hold on tightly, hold on with desperation sometimes. Most days, it was like holding onto smoke.

I stared blankly in the mirror, my brush making slow strokes down the length of my hair until it shone glossy black under the bright lights of the bathroom. The room was beautiful and white. White marble, white floors and white trim, each mirror and light fixture strategically placed when I'd designed it.

Against all of that starkness, the red of my shirt looked violent. Almost garish. When I set the brush down, my eyes caught on my wedding ring that sat heavy on my finger.

My thumb worried the bottom curve of metal, and the diamond caught the light and sparkled. After eight years, it had stayed securely in between the middle and pinky fingers, locked into place by one small knuckle. That didn't seem like enough to hold an anchor in place, did it? One small rounded bone under fragile skin. That was it. But the ring never came off. Another stubborn act on my part, of course.

Me staying in my marriage, this quiet place that I'd learned to accept, was the most stubborn thing I'd ever done in my life. So stubborn in fact, that my father's last wish for me in his will had been that I leave Marcus.

I laughed under my breath, the small puff of sound loosening the tight band around my chest. That had been almost two years earlier. During the reading of his will, Dad had given me the out they all wanted for me.

All I had to do was divorce Marcus, and I'd get my half of Dad’s life insurance policy. Across the table, I knew that my mom and my brother Garrett desperately wanted me to take the opening. Marcus hadn't even gone to the funeral with me. Wasn't sitting next to me at that table when we heard my dad's final wishes. The man who raised me, who may not have shared my blood, but gave me every ounce of stubbornness and determination that kept me with Marcus.

My phone dinged with a text from the bedroom and I blinked one last time at my reflection and stood from the small stool. I wiped my hands down my black pants and took a deep breath when I saw that it was from Mom.

Mom: Give your brother a kiss for me, and don't drink too much if you're going to drive home! Love you, sweetheart.

A smile crossed my face, and my chest loosened even more. Even though I'd been out of the house for over ten years, my mom still had the uncanny ability to know when I needed to hear from her. Of her two grown children, I was the one who needed to hear that she loved me with a fierceness that occasionally took me by surprise.

My fingers hovered over her name, and I almost called her, just to hear someone speak my name. Hear someone ask me how my day was. But she'd worry if I did that. She always worried, but if she heard sadness in my voice, it would make it worse.

Me: I love you too.

Me: You know, you could always crash his birthday party and drink with me.

Imagining Garrett's face if our mother walked into his house made me snicker. That would be worth it a million times over.

Mom: Oh goodness, no. I couldn't. But you're sweet to invite an old lady. Call me tomorrow?

Me: I will. <3

I tucked my phone into my purse and headed down the curving stairs of mahogany, my heels clicking quietly as I did. Marcus was on the couch, football muted on the TV screen and his face blue from the light of his laptop. His typing didn’t stop, nor did he look at up me, even though I stood waiting for a solid minute

He never did, unless I specifically asked him to.

"I've got Garrett's birthday party tonight."

Marcus jerked his chin up while he continued typing, a brief recognition and probably all I was going to get. I had to suck in a slow breath at that damn typing. Loud, obnoxious pecks at the keys that seemed determined to drown out my very presence.

I turned away, and the sound lessened in intensity. A hot burn of embarrassment clawed its way through my chest, lodged in my throat. Why are you like this? I wanted to scream at him, but I swallowed instead. Because if I did that, he wouldn't even care. He'd give me a pitying look and go back to whatever the hell he was always working on.

Always working. Always something else more important. Yes, his job was important. Yes, I knew that a senior research analyst for a major manufacturing firm didn’t always work set hours and that his deadlines stressed him out.

But I was his wife. His wife.

Instead of walking away, I pivoted to face him, which made him pause. His eyes flicked in my direction, but they didn't actually rest on my face, just somewhere around my hands.

"Are you sure you don't want to come?" I asked, hating myself for it. No longer did I ask him if he could come. Because we both know he could if he wanted to. It was never about Marcus's ability to do anything. It was the complete and stunning lack of desire. Often, I wondered what he was like at work. If the people around him got the same detachment.

It wasn't lost on me, not in the slightest, that the longer I was with him, the more of his traits I absorbed. Suddenly the apathy that I used as armor felt like a shackle, and I fought not to shudder in an attempt to disrobe it.

"Marcus," I said sharply and he finally lifted his gaze enough that I could see his face. His blue eyes weren't cold, simply detached. Maybe a shade surprised, but even that was deeply hidden. "Will you come with me to my brother's birthday party?"

There was no shame in asking him anymore. I'd lost the shame a long time ago. What I'd lost was the energy to keep doing it. But as he held my eyes—for the first time all week—I felt something crackling through my hands, a restless energy that I didn't know what to do with.

After another prolonged beat of silence, he looked away. "I'm working. But give him my best."

Very slowly, I nodded. Instead of unleashing the million snarky responses bouncing at the tip of my tongue, I swallowed. As I drove to my brother and sister-in-law's home, I couldn't help but feel a pathetic sense of victory that I'd asked him. That I'd forced him to see me.

That was the saddest reality of my life. That one small moment feeling like a victory. But I knew why. Long ago, I knew that this was all my marriage to Marcus would be. He refused to speak to a therapist, because he saw nothing wrong with the coexistence that we'd slowly evolved into.

Or if he did, he certainly never showed it to me.

When I pulled onto Garrett and Rory's street, I took a deep breath. No one really gave me pitying looks anymore when I showed up places alone.

Garrett usually gave me the biggest reaction, but his always fell into straight-up brotherly rage. Every single time my husband failed to show up, there was a banked fire in my big brother's eyes that was as comforting as it was painful.

The driveway was packed with cars, and the street as well, so I could only hope that Garrett would be busy enough with his guests that we wouldn't have to have yet another conversation about Marcus. About why he wasn't where he should be. About why I stayed.

Things I didn't have it in me to answer, or to discuss. My week at work had been insane, and not in the good way, with my carpenter backing out on a huge project because of a broken arm, and a client who would not be happy to hear that she might not get the multitude of custom wood furniture that she was expecting.

So yes, all I wanted to do was relax and laugh and have a few drinks in a place where people were happy to see me, happy to be around me.

With Garrett's present tucked under my arm, I walked to the door quickly, as I'd forgotten my coat in my haste to get out of the house. I didn't knock, simply slipped through the door to the warmth inside. Music was playing, people were laughing, and instantly, I felt better.

Rory spied me from across the room, and came straight to me with her arms out for a hug. My sister-in-law was pretty much the exact opposite of me physically. Tall and blonde, with bright blue eyes and sharp features, the type of beauty that was intimidating if you didn't know her.

"I'm not used to you being late. Everything okay?" she asked as she held me tightly. I laughed against the familiar scent of her, even though my eyes stung a bit from the jarring comfort of a hug.

You only noticed things like that when your life had a visceral lack of touch. Of affection.

The subtext of her question was clear, and that warmed me as much as her hug. Are you okay?

I nodded. "Took longer than I expected to get ready."

She snorted and gave me a narrow-eyed look. "It better take you a long time to get ready. If you told me you rolled out of bed with hair like that, I'd have to punch you."

"Ahh, if only you'd been born with my excellent Korean genes, you could hair have like this too." I snapped my fingers. "Tough break, Blondie."

Rory laughed as I followed her to the kitchen. I knew a lot of people at the party, since it was a mix of Garrett and Rory's friends, and people who worked at our father's company, Calder Financial Services. Well, Garrett and Rory's company now. Since Dad’s passing, they ran it together. I'd never felt the need to work there, and fortunately, my parents never pushed me on it.

When I was narrowing my decision between architecture at UC Denver and interior design at The Art Institute of Colorado, my dad had merely hugged me and said that whatever made me happy, made me excited to get out of bed in the morning ... that should be my choice. Interior design it was. And I did love my career, even on weeks like this when it stressed me the hell out.

Often, I thought back on those words, and I knew that's why my father hated my relationship with Marcus so much. It went beyond the fact that Marcus and I didn't make each other happy. It was the fact that it had started draining happiness from the rest of my life too. Ultimately, it's why I couldn't be angry at my dad for including my caveat in his will.

But taking that money, getting paid for leaving my husband made me feel like the cheapest, slimiest kind of person. But I couldn't fault him for doing it. Above all, he loved me. My mom and Garrett and Rory loved me, which is why they cared enough to be hurt on my behalf.

Rory lifted up a bottle of Pinot Grigio with a question in her eyes, and I nodded. She poured a healthy amount into a glass and handed it over to me. Normally I'd sniff it before sipping, but I took a large gulp instead. Amusement might have curled her lips up, but sympathy coated her eyes, and I had to look away briefly.

That's what I hated about coming to these things alone. I didn't feel sympathy or pity for myself, because I made a choice every single day to stay in that house with Marcus. But I couldn't control how others reacted, and I couldn't control how hard it was to glance around the room and see couples laugh and touch and kiss so easily. Did they have any idea how lucky they were?

I saw Cole and Julia in the corner, and he wrapped an arm around her waist while they spoke to someone I didn't recognize. Did she still warm up on the inside at his simple touch? My guess was that she did. They’d gone through hell after getting divorced years ago, before fighting their way back to each other. But not everyone understood how fortunate they were.

Absently, I rubbed at my chest and realized Rory was still staring at me. I smiled and took a slightly more acceptable drink from my wine. As I swallowed, Garrett walked up with a smile on his face that I roughly equated to more than one beer.

"My beautiful sister!" He wrapped his arms around me and hugged me so tight that my feet lifted off the ground. I was still laughing when he set me back down, relieved at his mood, because I needed that happy around me. He eyed me. "Where's my present?"

"Who said I got you one?" I elbowed him in the stomach when he flicked at my arm. "Ow."

Rory rolled her eyes and pulled him away from me. "Come on, birthday boy. You told Marie we'd go over and meet her new boyfriend."

I smiled when they walked away, content to watch the people around me. Leaning against the kitchen counter, I looked from face to face, only one or two of them unfamiliar. But all couples.

That was pretty typical at these types of gatherings, to be surrounded by couples. Usually the only exception to the evenly paired parties was one of Garrett's friends, who I spotted out on the back patio.

I tilted my head when I realized Tristan was sitting outside by himself. Visible because of the lights mounted on the house, I could see the broad frame of his shoulders as he sat on a patio chair, his head tilted up to the dark sky. He was someone who I never let myself think of too much.

Mainly because he was too much.

His hair was too long.

Too many tattoos. Too handsome. Too quiet. Too mysterious.

Too everything.

The first few times I was around Tristan, he was someone I liked instantly. Warmed to almost immediately. But that had faded quickly.

We kept a polite relationship over the years, every now and then veering beyond the warm edge of friendship, but I couldn't help but wonder about him sitting out in the dark by himself at a party. Before I allowed myself to indulge the seed of curiosity, I took a fortifying sip of wine and went to speak to someone else.


Chapter Three


Tristan



There was always a small ripple of awareness across the surface of my skin when I shared space with Anna. Maybe she wasn't looking at me from inside the house, but she was there all the same. It was just one of the million things that made it impossible to move on from her. How could my body react so instantly if she wasn't someone to me? If she wasn't meant to be someone to me?

But every time, every single time, that justification was followed by the swift punch of impotency. Of helplessness. If I respected her less, if I didn't care about possible pain that I might cause her, I could sweep her in my arms, tell her how I feel. Let words of my constancy over the years fill whatever deathly quiet, ripped-open hole he'd left inside of her heart.

No one had come outside to join me, and for that I was thankful. My hesitancy in coming tonight was obvious as I sat in the dark. Sometimes it was harder to be around her than others, and the jittery sensation caused by her presence told me that tonight would be one of the hard nights.

I'd see her and want her even more. My hands would curl into fists from the desire to reach out to her. My heart would thunder in my chest if she looked my way.

Under my breath, I growled. With shaking hands, I gripped the sides of my head and lowered my elbows to my knees to brace them there.

It was a miracle that the people around me didn't think me insane. Or maybe they did. They probably should have. Hot licks of shame filled me, embarrassment quick on its heels. Then weakness. Because I let the awareness of her pull my head to the side, where my gaze found her unerringly.

Standing in profile to me, she was holding a wine glass and smiling at whoever was speaking. Next to her was my brother’s fiancée, Brooke, who said something to make Anna laugh. My lungs squeezed and I turned away. Seeing her laugh frayed the edges of my sanity on nights like this. If seeing her sad was difficult, then her happiness, that light and warmth that first drew me to her, was equally as painful.

I loved seeing Anna happy. Over the years, I saw it less and less, but the punch was the same. The pain came from the knowledge that I couldn't give her that. I'd never be able to give her that.

Desperation made my throat close up, and I pinched my eyes shut against the rising scream in my head that I needed to let this go. Let her go. Move on once and for all.

How? bellowed my heart and my head. How can I if I haven't already?

The slider opened quietly behind me, the sounds of the party brief and loud before it closed again. It wasn't Anna. She hadn't sought privacy with me in years, and I knew better than to torture myself that way. Knew better than to put us in that position.

"You gonna puke on my porch?" Garrett asked as he took the seat next to me. "Or just feeling moodier than usual?"

A reluctant smile pulled at the edge of my lips, but it didn't soothe the raw edge to my feelings. Normally I had no problem keeping them to myself, but tonight for some reason, I wanted to talk to someone about it.

That should have worried me, but it didn't. I'd been friends with Garrett long enough to know that I could trust him with how I felt. He'd been aware of my feelings for Anna for a couple years, and he was no more rushed to tell her about them than I was.

I briefly glanced at him over my shoulder. "You allow moodiness on your birthday? I figured you'd be more demanding than that."

He shrugged and took a sip of his beer. "I'm feeling generous tonight."

"Why's that?"

"You go first." Garrett briefly looked back into the house, and I had a feeling he was looking at his sister. "Unless I can guess what it's about?"

I sighed heavily and leaned back in my chair. More than anything, I wanted to shove all my words back down my throat, even if it hurt and I'd never be able to let them back out again. But even after swallowing a couple times, I couldn't.

"I wish I knew how to let go of this," I said in a low voice. The words came out so quietly that I wondered if he even heard me at first.

"You've tried?" Garrett asked lightly.

Under my breath, I snorted. "Yeah."

That I wouldn't explain to him. Besides Michael, Garrett was probably the only person I felt even remotely comfortable discussing Anna with, but as her brother, there were still limits. They knew I wasn’t someone to indiscriminately sleep around, but it still wasn’t something I needed to share with him.

"See, I should've known better than to come out here. You're gonna depress me on my birthday, aren't you?"

"It's very possible."

He laughed. Garrett was always laughing. That's why having this conversation with him more than anyone was odd. But he'd also shoot straight with me, because Anna was his little sister.

Slowly, Garrett shifted in his chair so that he faced me more fully. "Can I ask you something?"

"Like I could stop you."

He tipped his beer bottle at me. "True." With his free hand, he scratched the side of his face. "How did this happen, man? I mean, objectively, I know Anna is pretty. I know she's nice and funny and smart. But you've got this hippie Jesus thing going and I know you don't have to work very hard to get female attention. You might need to explain to me the whole long-suffering, unrequited love bullshit you've held onto for so long. No offense or anything."

Now it was my turn to laugh. Or laugh as much as I was capable of, because it sounded hoarse, rusty and painful coming up my throat. To say that Anna was pretty was such a gross understatement, it was almost tragic.

I wanted to turn and look at her just to remind myself of just exactly how perfectly beautiful she was. And even though Garrett wouldn't believe me if I said it, that wasn't the thing that stuck her into my mind like a burr.

It was as simple and as complex as I’d never met anyone who made me feel the way she did. It could have been one interaction. It could have been ten, but the fact was that I couldn’t shake it. Couldn’t shake her.

“No offense taken,” I told him truthfully.

While Garrett knew how I felt, we’d only had one conversation about it. No history, no specific questions, just a brother reminding me that his little sister was married, and therefore off-limits.

What I wanted to start with was that the night I met her, I didn’t even realize she was his sister. Anna had been adopted from South Korea when she was only an infant, so Garrett’s light coloring obviously was nothing like the woman who’d sat across the coffee table from me.

Anna was all darkness, a fitting description for the way she bled like an ink stain through my heart so quickly. Like the color of her hair, her eyes. Not her smile though. That was the brightest, most painfully lovely smile I’d ever seen in my life. It covered her face in a way that no part wasn’t transformed instantly. I’d never met anyone who smiled with every part of their face like that.

Waxing poetic about her smile wasn’t what Garrett wanted or even needed to hear.

"I didn't know she was married the first couple times I talked to her," I started, unable to look at him. My jaw clenched while I thought about the night we met. Now I knew she was just being friendly, but at the time, I thought she was flirting. "I think you and I had been friends for ... I don't know, a year or so at that point. I was sitting on your couch and you had all those awful pillows. I tossed one aside, so it wasn't touching me, and she saw me do it."

Garrett burst out laughing. "Oh man, Anna loved picking out all those pillows for me when she decorated the house."

I nodded and took a deep breath. "She asked if I was too masculine to like decorative pillows, and somehow," I trailed off, remembering it as best I could so many years later, "somehow that turned into a discussion about design principles. She found out I built furniture and I found out she was a designer. We started swapping stories, and she was ... fascinating, I guess."

Hearing the words come out of my mouth, I felt like an idiot admitting this to her brother. But no more of an idiot than feeling the way I did about a married woman so many years later.

"So you've been in love with her for years because she was fascinating?" he asked dryly.

My voice had an edge when I answered. "No, of course not.” My hands curled in fists on the tops of my legs. It was impossible for Garrett to understand what it was like for me, because he could talk to anyone about anything. That was not a talent I possessed. Meeting new people in social settings usually drained me to the point that I craved solitude for days afterward.

Small talk always felt vaguely like a competition to me, stupid surface level bullshit about the weather and how much we all pretend to love our jobs and one-up each other with how busy we are and how stressed we are like it's a badge of honor.

It’s why I avoided it, gravitated to the people who didn’t rely on it. Most people thought I was an ass when they met me because of it, but that never happened with Anna.

Putting that into words for Garrett, trying to simplify the way that felt to me, back when I didn’t even know the guys all that well, it was hard.

“You know I don’t like small talk,” I started, and Garrett smiled.

“Uh-huh.”

“When I talked to her those first couple times, I never had that uncomfortable feeling. Not once. It was … easy to talk to her, which is not common for me. She's smart. So damn smart, and driven and kind and funny. And I didn't know she was married, I swear."

My voice rose with each word, and by the end, my chest was heaving unnecessarily. Garrett was quiet, but it wasn't judgment. When I glanced over at him, he was processing what I’d said.

"When did you find out she was married?"

I laughed harshly. "The night I decided to ask her out. I don't even know if you remember, but we were all at some charity baseball game that you roped us into. She and I were next to each other in the batting order, and she was yelling at the umpire about a strike zone the size of a pea." I pinched the bridge of my nose remembering it. "I was laughing before I even realized it. I don't ... I've never been someone who laughed easily. Not since I was a boy. We didn't have much to laugh about growing up. At least I didn't."

My friends knew about my and Michael's old man walking out when we were young, so Garrett merely nodded. "How old were you when your dad left again?"

"Five," I said tersely. "He came around for a while, did stuff with us. But not very often. Got less and less until I was in high school, then he just stopped showing up."

"No wonder you're such a moody bastard."

I tilted my chin up to the sky again and let out a heavy breath. "Yeah."

"And Anna made you laugh."

My eyes closed and I was right back to where I was sitting next to her in that dugout. She was wearing ridiculous knee socks and punching into her glove like she was a major leaguer. From the moment I sat next to her, I knew I’d want that game to last all night.

Even years later, if someone asked me to pinpoint what Anna did to make me fall in love with her so quickly, so easily, in a way that had only deepened after years of getting to know her from a distance, I don’t think I could make a list.

Because she didn’t do anything. It was the recognition that she was different. That around her, I felt different.

I’d only known my friends about a year, and they still heckled me about how quiet I was. How they seemingly had to force me into being social.

But sitting next to her in that musty dugout, on a cold metal bench that made my ass go numb, I knew I could’ve sat and talked to her all night.

“Oh look,” some idiot on the team had said, “he does speak occasionally. At least we know it’s just us he won’t interact with.”

He meant it as a joke, some guy whose name I couldn’t even remember now. It wasn’t a new one for me, and it didn’t bother me anymore, but at the time, sitting next to this beautiful woman who made me want to smile and laugh, I felt uncomfortable for the way I was. How I must come off.

And she turned and looked at me, appraising my face with a sweet, unassuming smile on her own. “I think Tristan just likes to talk with people who know how to make their words count.”

Like she hadn’t just plucked a cord of deep understanding in my heart, she turned back to the guy. “Knowing how not to waste someone’s time simply to hear your own voice is a pretty amazing talent, actually.”

In the moment, there was no possible way she could have known what those words meant to me. My whole life, I’d felt the need to explain the way I was, but dreaded the actual doing of it. Explain that it wasn’t personal when I retreated. Explain that sitting back and observing all the things happening around me was my preference.

As she settled back next to me and blew out a bright pink bubble with the gum in her mouth, I couldn’t help but look at her with awe.

Oblivious to what was boiling over inside of me, illogical feelings of bright, coppery love, she tossed up her gloved hand and told the ump that he needed an eye transplant.

My mouth opened to ask her if she'd like to get dinner after the game, or a drink, or if she’d just sit in that dugout and talk to me for a while, when she pulled her glove off.

And there it was. Big and bright and glittering, resting on her small hand, her delicate finger. And the breath whooshed from my body like someone had thrown a boulder at my stomach.

"Are you okay?" she asked, turning with concern in her dark eyes. "I'll leave the ump alone if you want. I'm just kidding about slashing his tires after the game."

The whole time I was remembering, Garrett stayed quiet. Just a small blip of time to anyone else who was there, but I left that baseball game feeling like someone had gutted me, because I’d just lost something that was never mine to begin with.

I nodded to answer Garrett's question. He didn't need to know exactly how pathetic I'd felt in that moment.

"It only got worse the first time I actually met him."

There was no explanation needed as to who he was. Marcus Callahan. Garrett's face tightened in annoyance.

"He's such a dick. She deserves so much better than him." He cut his eyes over to me apologetically. "Sorry, that probably doesn't help."

“It’s okay,” I mumbled.

That line of thinking was on a constant loop in my head. If she'd been happy. If he loved her, if he ever showed up for her. If he made her laugh, made her smile, I'd have been able to let her go.

“It’s not okay though,” Garrett said, shaking his head.

Instead of brushing it aside like I wanted to, I closed my eyes. “I know it’s not. And believe me, I know how pathetic it is that I think it too. Every time I look in the mirror, I know what kind of man it makes me that I can’t let her go."

Garrett chose his words carefully before speaking. "I can't speak to that, because I think you're one of the best men I know, Tristan. And I can't tell you whether you should force her from your head, no one can answer that for you, or tell you how to do it." He took a long sip of his beer and sighed. "What I know is that I love my sister. I know that I hate that she's married to that douche canoe. I know that I think she should leave him. But I also know that no one can make Anna make that decision, just like no one can force you to let her go. And I'll support and love her regardless of what she does."

I looked over at him. "You realize that you're no help whatsoever, right?"

He shrugged helplessly. "It's kind of a shit situation, man. That's not my fault."

"You were supposed to come out here and say, yes, move on. There's no hope for you."

Until I said it, I hadn’t even realized it was what I was waiting for him to say. Often it was hard for me—sometimes physically—to put voice to the way I was feeling. This entire exchange was completely out of the ordinary for me.

The way he looked over at me at my quietly spoken plea made me uncomfortable, and I shifted in my chair.

Garrett pulled in a slow breath before he spoke. "Then act normal tonight. Go in there and say hi. Be nice. Be friendly. Talk to her like you did when she saw you shove the pillow off of you. Like you did in the dugout. And if you walk away tonight and think there's no hope for you, then yes. Move on." His eyes practically glowed with intensity, and it gave me a strange sense of foreshadowing, like Garrett was speaking of something even he didn't understand. "If you leave tonight and still feel like there's nothing there for you except misery and pain and hopelessness, then move on from her. You deserve better than this situation too, Tristan. You realize that, right? As much as Anna does, you deserve better than this situation."

I pushed up out of my chair and paced along the edge of the patio, his words causing a strange, raw panic in my veins. In theory, I knew he was right.

Bottom line. I knew he was right. I didn't look into the house, because I couldn't, until I felt like I had more control of my emotions.

"Okay," I said after a few heavy beats of silence.

Garrett nodded slowly. "Okay."

After I took a few deep breaths, the panic receded into something less visceral. Into determination.

I could do this. I could go inside and say hello, and ask how she'd been. She'd lie and say she was fine, say she was happy, and I'd walk back across the street to my quiet, dark house and figure out how the hell to move on from her. For good, this time.

And that's when Brooke opened the slider with a wide smile on her face. "Here's Tristan." She looked over her shoulder. "Anna, he's out here!"

Garrett and I traded a quick glance. My face was probably stamped with panic, his was blatant amusement. Asshole.

"What's up, Brooke?" My voice sounded like nails were crawling up my throat.

She held open the door, and Anna walked out behind her. My breath stuttered in my lungs when she smiled nervously at me.

"Anna was just telling me about a problem she has, and you are exactly the person to save her."

Garrett swiped a hand over his mouth to cover his incredulous smile, and my stomach bottomed out entirely.

Hope was there, terrifying and hot, and suddenly I was in a position I hadn't been in for a very long time, the sole focus of Anna's attention.


Chapter Four


Anna



“What Brooke means is that I have a work problem I hope you can help with," I rushed to explain in the vacuum of sound that her dramatic proclamation left. My brother wasn't looking at me, which gave me pause, but Brooke looked like someone had just dropped a million bucks in her lap, so I wasn't about to kill her idea. In truth, it was a really good idea. In fact, I couldn't believe I hadn't thought about it earlier.

Tristan looked up at me and nodded slowly, his eyes thoughtful and his mouth in a straight, serious line. But he didn't say anything. My fingers knit together in front of me, and he noticed, a slight furrow in his dark eyebrows when he did.

"What's the problem?" he asked quietly.

Brooke cleared her throat and tapped Garrett on the shoulder. "Let's let them talk shop, birthday boy. I think Michael said something about making you do shots tonight."

They were gone a moment later, Brooke practically shoving him through the slider and back into the party. This was weird. Why did this feel so weird?

Tristan stood slightly and gestured to the open chair next to him. I laughed a little under my breath at how ... gentlemanly it was. Suddenly, I had the thought that if there was a puddle on the ground in front of where I sat, he'd probably lay his jacket over it.

Next to me, I heard him take a deep breath and let it out. Even though we both looked straight forward into the darkness of Garrett's backyard, I could see his strong profile out of the corner of my eye.

My stomach twisted and knotted at the unexpected wave of nerves that hit me.

"It's a nice night out," I said lamely, then closed my eyes so I didn't groan. The puff of air that left his lips was all amusement, and I turned in my chair, tucking my knee up against my chest. "You're laughing at me?"

The curve of Tristan's mouth was slight, but it was there. "Did you come out here to tell me about the weather?"

My face heated, and I was beyond grateful for the darkness around us. "No."

He nodded again, his eyes never leaving my face.

"So," I started, and my voice came out scratchy and full of nerves. I cleared my throat and smiled at him. "Sorry, I don't know why I'm so nervous." Something in his face dropped at my admission, like I was making a declaration about him. I held up my hand. "Nervous isn't the right word. It's just ... I'm about to ask you a really big favor. And I'm fully aware that you might laugh me off this porch when you hear it."

"I won't do that."

The quiet assurance in his deep voice was so tangible that I nodded slowly. I had the fleeting thought that if I reached out to try and grab the words before they disappeared into the black sky, they'd be iron and steel. Unbreakable.

"I have this client that I booked for a whole house design about six months ago." I smiled. "She's ... well, she's intimidating. And rich. And really, really picky."

"They always are."

I laughed even though he was being completely serious. "They are. Do you think there are rich clients who just say, oh go ahead, do whatever you want?"

Tristan shook his head, eyes only briefly breaking contact with mine. "They probably didn't get rich with that kind of outlook."

"I suppose not." When I didn't continue immediately, he lifted his eyebrows in a gesture so minute that I let out a long breath. "Millie was a big coup for us. She has a big family of rich, intimidating, picky people. And I can't do anything but completely wow her, from start to finish. They've started construction on the house, so we're finalizing most of the design decisions now so I have plenty of time to order the finishes she wants."

He nodded. "Where's the house?"

"Just outside of Boulder."

"Total remodel or starting from scratch?"

I smiled a little at that. Millie never did anything halfway. "From scratch. She bought an eighty-acre plot because then she wouldn't have to look at any other houses in case the neighbors had garish taste."

It was fascinating to watch that sink in. The slight furrow in his brow before he let out a laugh so subtle that it could have been a heavy exhale.

Silence lapsed again while I let him process. My hands slowly rubbed up and down the front of my legs where they were still hugged up to my chest, a pointless attempt to stay warm in the crisp fall air.

A beat later, I realized the silence wasn't him processing. He was waiting patiently, because I was a giant moron who hadn't actually told him what I needed. I pressed my hands to my cheeks and laughed a little, hiding my face in my knees. "I'm so sorry. Normally I'm not so scatterbrained."

"I know that."

My head lifted at his answer, not said in jest or flippancy. Why was he the one trying to make me feel better right now? In truth, I hated the curiosity that swept up inside me. It was strong, a burst of wind that moved me in my seat.

"How can I help?" he asked gently.

I blinked a few times to refocus my thoughts. "Millie and I have been working on the design elements for a long time, she's very specific in what she's looking for, and that's a lot of custom pieces. Mostly custom wood pieces."

Seeing Tristan's eyes light up was magnificent. Not because of what it did to his features, which were already perfectly fine in his constant seriousness, but because I don't think I'd seen him so animated in years.

"Such as?"

The laugh that blew out of me made him smile a little. Well, half-smile a little. "Pretty much anything you can think of. Dining set for twelve, breakfast nook, coffee tables, end tables, headboard, accent walls. It would be a huge job, probably for more than one person, honestly. I had someone set up for it, I've worked with him before on a couple smaller jobs and he did great work. But he broke his arm a couple days ago, so he's completely out now." I shrugged. "And me? I'm screwed if I can't pull through. This job could put us in the black for months, with the possibility of a lot of future jobs if she's happy." I swallowed heavily, feeling the familiar pressure ever since we'd signed Millie as a client. "If she's happy with me."

Now Tristan was processing. He was looking at me, through me, while he rubbed a hand across his stubbled jaw and thought about what I'd said.

A slight breeze swept past us and I shivered. Tristan blinked out of his trance and immediately handed me the jacket that was draped over the table next to him. Very carefully, I laid it over my legs and gave him a grateful smile.

I couldn't place why, but I didn't slip it over my shoulders to warm me thoroughly. My finger worried a small crack in the worn leather. It was soft from use and my skin looked even more pale than usual against the black.

When I looked up, he was watching me, and it made me want to look away. Something funny happened when you lived under the same roof as someone who spared you very little of themselves. The moment someone else—a friend, a family member, a coworker—gave you a stretch of genuine focus, a snippet of time where they were so wholly invested in what you had to say, it was borderline electric to your senses.

I'd experienced that electricity a few times in the last handful of years, and this was rapidly becoming one of them. He wasn't just looking at me. He was studying. In the weak circle of light around us, I couldn't pinpoint what color his eyes were.

Maybe they were as dark as mine. Maybe they were so dark blue that they looked black. It didn't matter, because from them, I felt something so intense that I fought to hold his gaze. Against my frail, breakable ribs, my heart thrashed nervously.

You're not ready for this, a voice whispered in between the thudding beats. I didn’t even know what it meant, what I might not be ready for.

But I didn't look away. And he kept his undefinable eyes trained on me, still searching my face. For what, I wasn't sure. But I could see the moment he saw what he was looking for, when I lifted my chin and refused to look away.

Don't tell me what I'm ready for, I whispered right back.

"I know I'm asking a lot of you, Tristan. I have no idea what your workload is like right now, or if it's something you're even interested in. But if it's too much, I will completely under—"

"It's not too much," he interrupted.

My breath caught, excitement threatening in an almost embarrassing wave. "Would you actually tell me if it was?"

Finally, he looked away, and the pressure against my rib cage lessened. When he looked back, something comforting showed in his face. It was warmth, humor, albeit slight on both accounts. I shook my head before I realized he didn't answer.

"Would you?" I pushed.

In answer, he lifted an eyebrow and took a sip from the beer that had been untouched since I walked outside. Laughing, I reached out to slap at his hand, but he froze, not yanking away, but clearly shocked by my reaction.

"I'm sorry," I said immediately. Mortification heated my face, even though he apologized at the exact same time.

"Nothing to apologize for." But his voice was gruff, and his eyes didn't come back to my face.

Note to self: keep professional boundaries with the mystery man who really shouldn't be this much of a mystery after knowing him for so many years. That should be easy. Of course, it would. Lots of people made good eye contact, and I needed to shake my own issues off like a snake skin, because if it started affecting my work, I'd have yet another thing to be pissed at Marcus for. And myself.

Tristan had been friends with my brother for years, and even though we didn't talk much after the first few times I'd met him, I knew he was a good guy. I knew that he stood for a woman when she took a seat. I knew that he listened when I spoke, and teased in a quiet, unassuming way. I liked that he didn't use a lot of words.

Words were pointless in excess anyway. Using more of them didn't make you a more proficient communicator, it only made you unable to stomach the quiet. And more important than anything about his personality, over the years, I knew that Tristan did incredible woodworking. I'd seen pictures, and I'd seen it in person a few times. If he had the time, he’d be perfect for this job.

"So, you're in?"

Tristan looked back at my light, teasing tone.

"I'm in."

My eyes flicked over his long hair, haphazardly pulled back into a messy bun. "You know, I should really think twice about working with a guy with hair that much better than mine."

Ooooh, that smile was almost a full one, but he looked away too quickly for me to see if I was right. But one side of his lips pulled up completely. And he lifted his beer up to his mouth too quickly. In the dim light, the colorful tattoos on his arms caught my eye.

Normally I'd ask about them, but he seemed uncomfortable at even a friendly attempt at touch. Instead, I filed it away. We had plenty of time over the next few months, I thought ruefully. Maybe I'd unearth some of the mystery that was Tristan Whitfield.

I looked away.

I’d unearth some of the mystery in a friendly way. That was non-negotiable. Always had been.

"My hair isn't better."

With a broad smile, I handed his jacket back to him. "You don't think so?"

Of course, he didn't answer. But his gaze briefly landed on my hair before moving back to my eyes. My hands fairly itched to smooth it down, but I sat still until he looked away.

"Can you meet next week?" I asked.

Tristan swallowed. "Shouldn't be a problem."

Maybe I wasn't the only one who was nervous. Oddly enough, it made me feel better.

I pulled my cell phone from my pocket and asked for his number. Slowly and deliberately, he said the numbers before I repeated it back to him. He didn't say anything, only nodded.

It was such a solemn movement that I burst out laughing. He glanced up in surprise at my reaction.

"Don't look so sad, Tristan. Otherwise you'll give me a complex."

Whatever it had been, he shook it off and gave me another one of those small, not-quite-full smiles. "I'm not sad. I promise."

I stood from my chair and he mirrored me. Then I hooked a thumb back at the party. "I should go back in. Knowing Garrett, he's probably sniffed out my present by now, and I need to see his face when he opens it. Are you coming back in?"

Tristan glanced briefly into the house. "I'll be in in a minute."

I smiled at him before going back in.

Not the way I thought this night would go, but I felt the faint flutterings of hope for the first time in a solid week. And they felt good.


Chapter Five


Anna



The party wound down faster than I anticipated, maybe because we were all old and no fun anymore. Except when I looked over at my brother standing on the couch and proclaiming himself the winner because he drank longer than anyone else, I knew that wasn't the problem.

If thirty was the new twenty, then we all still could've shut down a few bars, no problem. I was nursing a single glass of wine, since I wanted to be able to drive home. Apparently sooner than I'd thought.

"Well look at that," Rory said from next to me. "A genuine smile."

It took me a second to realize that she was talking about me. She might be half a foot taller than me, and have the ability to take me down with her pinky, but I turned to her like I actually had the capacity to kick her ass. "I smile a lot, thank you very much."

"I said genuine smile." The slight lift in one pale eyebrow dared me to disagree. Her eyebrow dared me. That's how ineffectual my glare was to my sister-in-law. "What on earth did you and Tristan talk about out there?"

If the relief he'd given me at agreeing to the job had been heady, and the anticipation at getting started was dangerous, then the defensiveness I felt at her tone was positively radioactive.

"Work." Color me impressed with myself, because I wanted to hiss the word at her, but it came out all even and perfectly kind.

Rory pursed her lips. "I guess it's a good thing that work has the ability to make you that happy."

Now it was my time to have a bitchy eyebrow, because I turned and gave her the same lift. Like, 'scuse me, do you want to repeat that?

"I love my job. I've always loved my job. You know that. So if you've got something to say, Aurora, then just say it."

Her eyes scanned the remaining people in the room, which wasn't many. Michael and Brooke had left about an hour ago. Same with Cole and Julia. Tristan hadn't stayed terribly long.

I’d seen him come in and talk with Garrett and Rory for a while, then his brother and Brooke, and he was out the door shortly after, giving me a polite nod when I waved.

"Nothing to say," she said with a light shrug which I didn't believe at all. "Just making an observation that it's nice to see you smile and know that you mean it."

Shame had me dropping my chin to my chest. Rory loved me, and I knew that. It was always like this when I felt like people were making digs at my marriage, at the fact that I stayed with Marcus when I was clearly miserable.

If I was smiling differently tonight, it's probably because for the last couple hours, I wasn't focusing on anything other than enjoying my time with friends, and the overwhelming relief of having Tristan agree to help with Millie's house.

"I'm sorry." I set my wine glass down and grabbed her for an impulsive hug. Thankfully, she returned it, smiling at me when I released her. "Just in a weird mood. I uhh, I think I'm going to head out."

"Drive safe, okay?"

"I will."

There was no judgment in her eyes while she watched me hook my purse over my shoulder, just speculation and worry. Everyone always looked at me with the slight tinge of worry. It was nothing new. But nothing I was capable of ignoring, either.

Garrett was still playing king of the mountain on the couch, so I snuck out quietly, not wanting to stop his fun.

That was a lie though, I thought as I drove through the quiet streets of their neighborhood. I didn't interrupt him because it was easier than seeing the worry in his eyes too. Being Garrett's younger sister was always fun. Sometimes serious. Rarely contentious. We'd always been close, and there were only a handful of times in adulthood that he'd played the protective big brother card, but it was always about Marcus when he did.

Since my parents adopted me when I was still an infant, I never had any memories of life without him as my brother. Of them not being my parents. Their love was a constant, unwavering thing. An iron core of support that I never questioned.

Maybe that was the reason that staying with Marcus was even remotely palatable. Why it hadn't broken me yet. Because I still had them. Always had them. Rory was part of that now, and she was as fierce of a family member as my mom and Garrett. As my dad had been.

Tears burned heavy at the back of my eyes while I drove home. I'd give anything, trade anything, to have just one more conversation with my dad. To let him hold me tight, to see that stupid worry in his eyes. To ask him how he must have felt when he wrote me that letter that was in his will.

He knew me well enough, or should have, to know that I'd never leave my husband simply for the sake of money. With my palm, I swiped at the dampness on my face. Then again, I thought I knew my dad well enough that I'd never imagine him laying something like that out in front of me. If it wasn't his scratchy, sideways handwriting on the paper that I'd read a thousand times, I'd wonder if I made it all up in my head.

It was very real, though. And all it had done was light a fire underneath me that stoked with every quiet day, every moment that I felt like another piece of furniture in the beautiful house that we shared.

But the thing about that fire was that it wasn’t pushing me into action, not toward Marcus, at least.

It was embarrassing to admit how long it had been since I'd approached Marcus on the idea of counseling, because his brush-offs got increasingly gruff, increasingly annoyed. It was even worse when I tried to ask him if he felt the same way I did. Because that garnered me nothing. Only more silence. More aggravated sighs.

It was easier to just accept the way it was than try and fight against it. But maybe I could try again. As I neared our house—still lit up brightly on the inside—I decided I would simply try and talk to him.

The idea that Marcus was any happier in our situation than I was seemed impossible. But I would be doing myself a disservice if I didn't prepare for that. Sometimes, I wanted to grab his face, handsome and cleanly-featured and impassive, and scream at him until he showed me something. Anything.

A song came on the radio that reminded me of him, of our earlier years, and I had to punch the button to turn it off. Marcus had always been stoic and steady. I'd loved that about him. That there was something unflappable about this man. Or I thought I'd loved that about him.

As years passed, as nothing changed, as each day was measured in random punctuations of dialogue versus hours spent in silence, I'd had to come to the realization that there was no way that Marcus and I had ever been in love.

For a moment, I sat in my car, the engine still ticking as it cooled off, and I thought about what I wanted to say to him.

Please, talk to me. Look at me.

Say anything that lets me know I'm not alone in feeling like this.

I shook my head. No, he wouldn't respond well if he thought I was begging. And I didn't want to beg anyway. I was long past that point.

"Marcus," I said to myself, my voice firm and my chin level. "I'm not going to bed until you sit down with me, until you look me in the eye and we actually have a conversation with weight behind it. I deserve that much from you."

Yes. That was good. With a trembling hand, I adjusted my rear-view mirror and wiped at some smudged mascara under my eyes. There were no tear tracks on my face, and I pinched my cheeks to make sure I didn’t look too pale and drawn.

As I walked to the front door and pulled my keys from my purse, I heard my dad's voice from some cobwebbed part of my memory. Anna girl, even the smallest step forward is the most important step you can take. While I blew out a chilly breath that left my mouth in a puff of white, I couldn't remember why he said that to me. Probably something small, something that should have been easy for me to do.

Just like this, I thought as I slowly eased the key in the door. It should be easy to start a conversation with my husband. Of all things I could start on a daily basis, that should be the easiest. I should be able to open my mouth and not feel defeat before the first sound leaves my lips.

But all the shoulds in the world didn't count for shit. Not really.

That was the thought in my head when I heard the sound of Marcus's laughter before I'd even cleared the front door. I paused.

When was the last time I'd heard him laugh?

For a moment, I closed my eyes against the cold, aching wave of sadness that crashed over me that I even had to think about it. How had we gotten here? That that was even a question I had to ask myself. Marcus would probably have to question the same for me.

He spoke again, and I knew he was on the phone. He took a lot of work calls at home, but they were normally dry and as fast as possible. But then he laughed again. Differently this time. Low and amused. Genuine.

Something about it raised the hairs on the back of my neck. Silently, I closed the door behind me and walked across the shining wood floors. When I reached the edge of the soft gray rug on the family room floor, I walked more normally, allowed it to absorb the sound of my steps. At the back of the couch, I paused and braced my hands on the soft leather while I listened.

My eyes were trained on his laptop, sitting innocuously on the end table, under a perfect circle of light from the lamps I'd just added last week.

"Well," Marcus said softly, a smile clear in his voice, "I wouldn't exactly say that."

In the silence after, I strained to hear any sort of response, but he was around the corner, probably sitting at the desk in his office.

"Last week, you told me that if I dared try it, you'd owe me something good." That laugh again.

At best, my husband was flirting on the phone with someone. My fingers were cold as ice and my breath shallow when I thought about the alternative. At worst…

At worst, he was cheating on me. But what I’d heard proved nothing.

His office chair creaked loudly, and I jumped in place, like he’d caught me doing something wrong.

Marcus made a sound of low amusement. “That sounds fair. But only if you wear absolutely nothing while you’re doing it. It certainly made things interesting last week, didn’t it? Hmm. That sounds perfect, angel."

My mouth was cotton and sand, swallowing all but impossible. My skin flushed cold, but my face was hot. Objectively, I knew that hearing your husband all but admit infidelity should immediately bring tears. To a roar of rage that came from some black pit inside of me that I didn't know existed.

But instead, it was embarrassment. Oh, I wanted to roar all right. At myself.

I wanted to take my bare hands and tear that sound from my throat and fling it at him so that he could take the weight. Take the dissonant sound of something so full of anger and shame and hope it made his ears bleed.

Almost like my hands were part of someone else's body, they slowly reached forward and picked up his laptop. Just a piece of metal and plastic and nothing.

It was inanimate, but for so long, it represented all the things about Marcus that I'd grown to hate. That I'd grown to hate about myself. The heat spread in slow prickles and I clutched his computer to my chest.

This time when I took my first step, it wasn't small, and it wasn't difficult. I stepped right in front of the French doors that closed off his office, one closed as always. One open into the room, perfect for hearing conversations. I guess I could thank him for that, at least. With his cell still pressed to his ear, Marcus's eyes widened when he saw me. If I expected immediate pleading, a lie and fake hang-up with whoever he was talking to, I would've been sorely disappointed.

But I was beyond disappointment. All I could wonder was what I looked like to him. I hoped that I looked fierce, not pathetic. More warrior princess than a stunned, betrayed wife.

"I'll have to call you back," he said into the speaker while I lifted my chin and held his eyes without a single fear of what would happen next.

My heart was hammering when he sighed. For a few agonizing, awkward moments, we stared at each other. But I refused to be the first one to speak. No way would I make this easier on him.

"Aren't you going to say anything?"

I shook my head slowly. My whole body was ice and stone, the heat gone and replaced with something that made my backbone exactly what I needed it to be. What I'd needed it to be for years. Firm, straight and unyielding. And I could see in his eyes, I'd shocked him.

About damn time.

He stood from his chair. Slowly and with intention. "You can't be all that surprised, Anna."

I clenched my teeth together, so he wouldn't have the satisfaction of seeing my jaw drop at his soft, firm response. Maybe I should have thanked him in that moment, for making it really, really easy to walk away. My fingers dug into the edge of his laptop as I stared at his face.

The light of his office was dim, but when he braced his hands on his hips, there was frustration written over every inch of his body. That was clear as day.

I wouldn't scream at him, because he didn't deserve the energy that it would take from me. He didn't deserve a single second more of my time, I realized with stunning clarity. I thought about simply turning around, setting the computer where I found it and walking upstairs to pack a bag.

No, I thought. The least that I could do for my husband was deliver his computer back to him.

Testing the weight, I hefted it in my hands, drew back and threw it as hard as I could through the closed French door. With a grossly satisfying crash, it shattered the glass. Marcus shrank back and covered his face with lifted arms.

"What the hell is wrong with you?" he roared.

I swiped my hands down the front of my shirt and tilted my head to the side while I took in the satisfying sight of broken glass all over his office. I pointed at the door. "What, that?"

His jaw dropped open.

I blinked a few times and gave him a polite smile. "You can't be all that surprised, Marcus." Then I turned on my heel and walked away.

"Anna, wait," he yelled as I ascended the stairs. Hopefully my mom was okay with a sleepover with her thirty-year-old, about-to-be-single daughter.

I paused and held his eyes. "I’m going to pack a bag so that I don’t have to sleep in this house for another night. If you're smart, you’ll be out of my sight when I walk out the door."

Again, his jaw dropped.

“And Marcus? When I come back tomorrow to get the rest of my things, don’t be here.”


Chapter Six


Tristan



“Tristan, you make sure those hot dogs are cooked all the way through. I won't give those babies salmonella poisoning," my mom called through the slider door that led into her kitchen.

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her that you can't get salmonella from hot dogs, and that Piper and Jacob would've been perfectly happy with microwaved hot dogs for their mac and cheese, but instead, I pushed my tongue against the inside of my cheek and lifted the grill tongs in answer.

I was the only one outside, as it was always my job to grill lunch when we ate at my mom's. Michael and Brooke were inside with the twins, playing with Lord knows what contraption my mom purchased this week. Something with a lot of lights and even more mind-jarring sounds effects.

She'd taken to her role as grandma with alarming speed, considering neither my brother nor I had given her any inclination that we'd have kids soon. And she wasn't the kind of parent to nag. Well, nag me, at least. Probably because she knew better. Michael was her best bet for kids to spoil, in a way she'd never been able to spoil us.

She spoiled us now, in her own way. Even though we could more than fend for ourselves, her feeding us a nice lunch once a week was her favorite way to do it. Growing up, she learned exactly how to spread the grocery budget given that she had to feed two growing boys and work two jobs in order to keep the same roof over our heads that we'd been born to.

It was the same house she was still in, nestled on the outskirts of Golden in a modest neighborhood, where she could see the mountains from every vantage point in her yard without the cost of living on one. The ranch was updated now, mostly in thanks to me and Michael, who did odd renovation jobs for her whenever we were slow at work.

Last winter, I updated her master bathroom and the winter before that, Michael and I had taken on the kitchen. It was a beneficial thing for all of us. Mom got her updates done with zero labor costs, and my brother and I didn't have to lose our minds during the slow season at work.

I liked to feel useful. Inactivity made me ill-tempered. Of course, Michael would've argued that everything made me ill-tempered, but we both knew he said it tongue-in-cheek, given that I was rarely in a truly bad mood, and he knew that.

True introverts were often mistaken for being anti-social, for being in a bad mood. Coupled with the fact that talking about what was going on in my head was equivalent to jamming wooden splints up the beds of my fingernails, meant that I couldn’t blame most people for assuming I was always in a bad mood.

It was more that I’d learned how to protect myself against the way that people often drained my energy, depleted my mental stores. I could be around them, but I’d rather sit back and observe than be the center of attention.

From inside the house, I could hear them laughing. Michael opened the slider and joined me on the back deck, still smiling over whatever had happened.

"Those almost done?" he asked, clapping me on the shoulder and taking the tongs out of my hands. I pulled them out of reach and shoved him away from me. "What? You overcook everything. I'm hungry."

"Yeah, but if someone ends up sick, guess who Mom will blame?"

He winced and glanced back at the house. "Should we tell her they can't get salmonella from hot dogs? No shit, last week, I caught Jacob after he'd pulled one from the package, dropped it on the kitchen floor and shoved that thing right in his mouth." Michael shrugged. "He was fine. Germs are good for them."

I lifted an eyebrow. "Probably shouldn't tell her that if you want to make her feel better. She'll have a coronary."

"She definitely likes having the kids around. Makes her happier than I've seen her in a long time."

"Even happier than you usually make her." I glanced sideways at him. "Do you feel replaced?"

"Hell yeah, I do." He stretched and took a seat at the picnic table. "It's great. My fiancée came with two built-in grandchildren, so now the pressure is off. It'll be a couple years before she starts asking for another one."

I snorted. "Whatever you say."

Michael got a devious smile on his face and instantly, I hated it. “Though, who knows. Now that you’re working with Anna, maybe she’ll fall madly in love with you, leave her husband, and you two can churn out a few long-haired, half-Korean kids for Mom to spoil.”

The warning look I gave him made Michael lift up his hands.

“I’m kidding.”

“No you’re not,” I said under my breath.

“You’re right. I’m not.” He sighed and I very much wanted to punch him. “You two would make such adorable babies, Tristan.”

Like we'd summoned her, Mom opened the slider with Jacob perched on her hip. When we were all here, the bigger, louder updated version of our family, there were no stress lines around her mouth. And when the topic was possible grandchildren, she took happy to an entirely new level, because her smile was blinding.

“Who would make adorable babies with Tristan?” she asked, eyes bouncing between us.

My glare turned radioactive in Michael’s direction, while he struggled to keep his laughter down.

“No one,” I said firmly.

“Well, that’s not true, is it?” Michael replied slyly. How many ways could you kill someone with grill tongs? He was about to find out. I’d apologize to Brooke later.

Jacob reached out to Michael and jabbered his name, so my mom handed him over. "Brooke wants to know if you remembered Piper's medicine. She needs to take it before lunch."

Michael blew air through his lips in an incredulous sound. "What does she think I am? An amateur? It's in the fridge, as it should be."

I rolled my eyes. Before Michael walked back into the house, he nudged my mom with his elbow. “Make sure to ask him what we were just talking about.”

My mom laughed, and I sighed so deeply that I felt it down into my bones. There was no avoiding this.

For a minute after Michael closed the slider, we waited in silence.

“Beautiful day out," she said on a sigh, tilting her face up to the sun from where she’d sat at the picnic table.

The abundance of sunny days was my favorite thing about living in Colorado, besides the mountains. I wasn't a fan of summer, the heat making the nature of our jobs just that much harder. But in fall and winter, there was never a lack of sunshine. You could get a foot of snow one day, and the next, it was a blue sky and bright sunshine as if the previous day had never happened.

"It is."

Moving her attention from the mountains to me when I didn't say anything else, Mom waited me out, despite the rabid curiosity in her face. Most people didn't do that. Most of them rushed to fill the silence.

Not her.

Not Anna either, I thought with discomfort. I was trying so hard not to dwell on my conversation with her the night before. And now my mother was facing me, about to ask me about the adorable non-existent babies I would probably never have with Anna. I’d say that there was a possibility that she wouldn’t push the issue, but that was as likely as my mom feeding the twins some raw chicken for lunch.

“I’ve never heard your brother tease you about a woman.”

There was a reason for that. Carefully, I turned the hot dogs and started moving them to the white plate on the sideboard of the grill.

“It’s just Michael being an idiot.”

“Hmmm.”

Without looking at her, I knew that she was pursing her lips and narrowing her eyes. The worst possible thing I could imagine was explaining to my mother that I was in love with a married woman. Even though my dad hadn’t left her for another woman, she was still sensitive to the respecting of vows, something that she’d instilled in us our entire lives. “So there’s no basis of truth in what he just said?”

Knowing I couldn’t give her the full truth, it also felt wrong to lie about it completely. I set the tongs down and closed the grill lid to let the hamburgers cook longer.

“Maybe a little,” I admitted begrudgingly. I glanced at her briefly, and she had on her I’ll be patient, but you’re telling me something before we leave this deck face. I hated that face. “She’s … important to me. But her situation is complicated.”

Mom hummed. “Does she know how you feel?”

I spoke quickly. “No. It would only make things…”

“More complicated?” she supplied.

With a nod, I caught her eyes and held them. “Yeah.”

She spread her hands out on the table’s rough surface. I should re-stain it in the spring.

“You don’t want to talk about this with me, do you?” she asked with a small smile.

I blew out a deep breath and laughed a little. “When’s the last time we talked about my love life?”

Her eyebrow lifted as she thought about it. “Never.”

“It’s not personal, I promise.”

“Hard for a mother to feel like that’s really the truth.”

Carefully, I watched her face, but she didn’t look hurt. Maybe it had been so long since I’d talked to her about anything going on in my life, she just looked accepting, a little resigned. The words were there in my head, to tell her that often it felt more wearisome to explain things fully, not because it was anything against her.

After a prolonged silence, I nodded. “I promise, it is. I don’t … I don’t tell many people what’s going on with me.”

“You tell your brother,” she pointed out.

My answering sigh was heavy. “Most of the time, I regret that almost instantly.”

She laughed. “I can’t hassle you too much anyway.”

“Why’s that?”

“Michael didn’t tell me about Brooke until after they were together.”

I gave her a dry look over my shoulder. “Probably because he knew how you’d react to the kids.”

With a look so loaded with happiness, she glanced through the slider. “He was probably right. I love those little monsters.”

“Really?”

She glared at me. Her fingers knit together in front of her and she took a deep breath. “Maybe … just one thing about her? Indulge your mother who just wants to see you happy?”

One thing about Anna. Just one thing that would make my mother happy, that didn’t pain me to admit. Something real.

“She makes me smile,” I said quietly, staring down at the grill. “She doesn’t try to. It’s just … something that feels easy when she’s around.”

When silence met my answer, I risked a glance back at her, and she looked almost moved to tears.

Shit.

“Mom,” I begged. “Please don’t cry. I’ll never tell you anything for the rest of my life if you do.”

Against my back, I could feel the weight of her stare, her consideration. I turned slightly so I could see her face without meeting her eyes.

Mom squinted out toward her backyard and thought about that. “Is she … is she in another relationship?”

My throat worked on a dry swallow and I couldn’t bring myself to answer. Lifting the grill lid, I turned the burgers one more time and then placed each one carefully on the plate by the hot dogs, wrapping foil around the edges once I was done. Knowing she wasn’t finished with the conversation, I took a seat across from her at the picnic table.

It would break her heart to know that I'd been in love with a married woman for so long. She'd grieve the years that I could have tried to find someone else, to be happy.

“Something like that,” I finally conceded. “We’re working together for the next couple months.”

Mom nodded, gave me a searching look. If she knew how much I was leaving out of my answers, she didn’t push me on it. “And that’s a good thing, right?”

“I think so.”

“Complicated,” she repeated.

I gave her a small smile. “Complicated.”

“Son, most things aren’t nearly as complicated as we make them in our own minds. Just remember that.”

“It’s not that simple,” I told her. “I’m not creating the complications in my head.”

“Maybe you’re not.” She smiled patiently. “But the best things in life, the most worthwhile, warrant some complications every now and then.”

I was about to say something, but Brooke yelled from inside, "I’m starving, guys. You better feed me before I get scary about it."

Mom laughed and patted my hand as she stood.

Before she went into the house, she came around to where I was sitting. She pressed a kiss to the top of my head, and I couldn't remember the last time she'd done that. Maybe because I was a solid foot taller than her. Maybe because I might have avoided it if I knew it was coming.

“If you’ve got feelings for this woman, then I know she’s something special. Complications or not, I’m happy for you.”

With a last pat to my shoulder, she was gone. Happy for me. If she only knew.

Dropping my head into my hands, I speared my fingers into my hair and squeezed to the point of discomfort. Everything about my current situation felt like I was stuck in a cyclone. If it suddenly stopped spinning, served me with the opportunity to walk out, would I take it?

Nothing was clear for me, despite what I'd talked about with Garrett. This job I was doing didn't really give me any more hope than I'd had yesterday morning when I woke up.

It simply afforded me the chance to be around her in a way that I hadn’t allowed myself in years. Maybe that was hope. Maybe it was a test. That remained to be seen.

My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I laughed under my breath when I saw it was a text from Anna. Uncanny timing, she seemed to have lately.

Anna: Is it okay if we push our meeting back by a few days? I had something come up that I need to take care of first.

With a short laugh, I looked up at the sky and shook my head.

There wasn't a single cloud to interrupt the vivid blue. I wish a skywriter would fly past, give me some sort of direction. But there was nothing. Nothing written in the shapes that I could glean an answer from. But I didn't need it.

Me: That's fine. Just let me know when you're ready.

No, this complication wasn’t manufactured in my head. But I was walking straight into it anyway.


Chapter Seven


Anna



When I got Tristan's response, I set my phone face down on the white nightstand. I'd just bought myself a few days to breathe. Corryn, our office manager and my closest friend at work, already knew I wouldn't be at work tomorrow, so I was free there too. Maybe work would have been good for me. A distraction.

But I'd distracted myself for years, if I was honest. Anything to avoid spending time in my own head, because then I would've had to really work out why I was still in that house, with Marcus. It was easier to follow the winding paths of those distractions than force myself to answer that single question.

Staring up at the ceiling of my childhood bedroom, residue left behind from the glow in the dark stars that I'd thought were such a great idea in middle school, I felt the slow burn of anger toward myself. It would have been easier to push it in Marcus' direction. But it also would've been unfair.

A tear streaked down my temple, and I did nothing to stop it. I'd cried a lot during the night, turned into my pillow so that my mom didn't hear me from down the hall. Even though the door was shut, and even though she never would've encroached on that kind of moment uninvited, I didn't want her to lay awake worrying.

There was a tentative knock on the door, and I smiled a little.

"Come in." My voice sounded awful. Thick and throaty, tears still lingering behind every word.

She pushed the door open with one hand, a tray balanced in the other. I sat up and ran a hand through my tangled hair. On the tray was a cup of coffee, some toast and bacon, a bowl of strawberries and a beautiful yellow rose in a simple bud vase, probably from the garden in the backyard.

"Ready for some food yet?" she asked, but didn't really ask. As she set the tray on my lap and perched on the edge of my bed, I knew I'd be eating a healthy portion of what she had prepared for me, unless I wanted to incur her motherly wrath.

"Thanks, Mom." I picked up the coffee first, since the throbbing in my head probably required that the most. It was hot, the perfect amount of cream. Just that, her putting in exactly the right amount of cream that I liked made me want to cry all over again. But I didn't. I took a few fortifying sips and set it down for some bacon. There would be no fruit ingested today. Oh no. The first day would be fatty, salty foods, carbs and alcohol and that was it. No exceptions.

Like she could read my mind, she smiled and took the bowl of strawberries for herself.

"Did you get any sleep?"

I shrugged and swallowed the bacon. "Off and on."

She hummed. "Well, that's expected, I suppose."

"I think half of it was being back in this bed." I shifted and the springs squeaked obnoxiously enough that we both laughed.

"We can get a new one."

That prompted another heavy exhale. "Should I be embarrassed about moving back here when I'm thirty? That replacing the twin size mattress in my childhood bedroom is the first thing we worry about this morning?"

After setting the strawberries back down on the tray, she took a long look around the room. My last update had been right before I left for college, and nothing had been changed since. The walls were a pale, buttery yellow, with light purple, dark gray and white accents. A bit whimsical now for my tastes, but still pretty good for an eighteen-year-old who hadn't quite found her design aesthetic yet.

Because I'd felt so serious back then, the only thing on the walls were framed Georgia O'Keefe pictures. I almost scoffed. How unoriginal I was. There were so many ways I could do better now. Do exactly what I wanted with this bright sunny room that overlooked the garden in the backyard. Did I want to redo my childhood room to accommodate the woman I was now?

I didn't know her. If I stared in the mirror all day, I'd see things that I didn't recognize. Some good and some bad, probably. My eyes filled and I tried to blink back the tears.

"Oh, sweetie," my mom said and reached for my hands. "We can worry about whatever you want. If you want to move into the guest room downstairs, you can do that too. If you want to find your own place next week, I’ll help you. There's no right or wrong here."

Through the heavy sheen of tears, her face blurred. "Isn't there?"

"What do you mean?"

I sniffed and let a tear fall without attempting to stop it. "I stayed for so long and I don't even know why. What does that say about me that I can't even answer? We didn't have kids. Not even any really blissfully happy years that propped me up when it got bad." I squeezed her hands like a lifeline. "Am I that much of a coward that I couldn't just take one step forward?"

"You did though, sweetie," she said fiercely. "You could've walked upstairs and ignored what you heard. You could've convinced yourself it was just a friend he was talking to. You could’ve convinced yourself that it was a million other things besides the truth."

I tried to swallow around the brick in my throat, but wasn’t able to. In fact, I had to work just to get the words out, my stomach and throat and mouth were so lodged with emotion. "I feel like he took away the choice from me. Like all these years, I was waiting for the one thing that would change my mind, and it never came. And his actions are what did it. It wasn't me standing up for myself. I just waited, Mom," I said, feeling a desperate edge of panic crawl up my body. "I waited and nothing changed inside of me. And I can't figure out why."

While I attempted to breathe through the panic, Mom moved the tray off my lap and onto the nightstand. Then she grabbed my face in both hands, forced me to look at her. My tears fell even faster at the severity in her blue eyes.

"When I opened that door last night, and you were standing there, I was proud of you. I didn't know what happened, and I didn't care. I still don't. It doesn't mean I don't want to send your brother over there with a shotgun and a shovel, but you had a choice, Anna. You had a choice in how you reacted, and you made one. Don't you ever give him that."

When a sob broke from my mouth, she wrapped me in a tight hug, and we both cried. The release of emotion was as cathartic as my mom's arms around me. I pulled back first, when I felt like I could actually speak again.

"I wish Dad was here," I told her through my tears. The weight of that wish was so heavy around me, inside of me. Never in my life had I thought it was possible to wish for something so desperately out of reach that it would make your bones hurt. My soul ached to have just one more conversation with him.

For five more minutes with him. His heart attack had been sudden, and by the time I made it to the hospital, he hadn't regained consciousness. When you don't get to say goodbye, there's no ritual for grief that ever feels complete. No empty human process that we go through that can replace that moment to look someone in the eye and say that you love them, while they have the chance to respond.

Her face pulled into a sad smile and she cupped the side of my face. Her own tears fell now. "I do too, sweetie."

"I know this is what he wanted," I said haltingly. "Dad did. I was so angry at him when we read the will. I couldn't believe he thought I would do something like that for money."

"Oh, Anna," she interrupted immediately. "He didn't think that. He'd never think that about you."

"Did you know he was going to do that?"

She sighed. "I knew it was something to do with Marcus, yes. But not that he'd require a divorce for you to inherit anything." Then she smiled. "Your father loved you so much. The moment the social worker placed you in his arms, that was it. His heart was gone forever. Mine too. And when a piece of your heart is stuck somewhere unhappy, somewhere it does not deserve to be stuck, sweetie, you can't imagine how much that hurts as a parent."

It had taken me a long time to think about my dad's letter—his caveat—from that perspective, mainly because they'd always supported me completely. My marriage to Marcus felt like something that would just fall into that category. If they thought I was happy, even if they didn't love him, then they'd be okay. While my dad was still alive, I'd thought I had done a better job of hiding my unhappiness.

When I didn't say anything, she took my hands again, like she had to be touching me to make sure I was okay. "He knew it wasn't about the money for you. That wasn't his point."

"Then what was?"

Her eyes focused on something past me, but nothing that was in the room. "Your father trusted you, and your brother, to make whatever decision was best. You're both stubborn, and you do things in your own time. That's tough as a parent, too. When you wish you could speed up the process. And I think that's what he was trying to do. Help you get to a decision he always trusted you'd make in the end. Money or no money."

"But what about vows? What about those? Maybe I was stuck somewhere unhappy, somewhere that I didn't deserve to be stuck, but where do all of the things I promised to do in front of my family and friends and God fall into this equation?"

I don't think I really expected her to answer. It was more about wanting to get everything out of me in this safe place where I could ask the things no one could really answer for me. Maybe I wanted her absolution, to tell me that it was okay for me to walk away.

"Anna Lin Calder, don't you ever tell me that you didn't honor your vows."

My eyebrows popped up at her stern tone. And her use of my maiden name.

"I'm serious. I'm well aware that we live in a society that has shifting lines from the one I was raised in, that your father was raised in. I don't know that one generation is right and one is wrong, because at the end of the day, we all have to know within ourselves that we can live with the decisions we make for the rest of our lives." She gripped my chin and held my eyes. "Can you live with the fact that you chose to stick by him for longer than most women would have? Can you live with the fact that when you realized he hadn't honored those vows, that you held your head high and walked out because you know you deserve better than that?"

My heart turned over in my chest and I choked down another ugly sob. I knew what my answer was, so why was it so impossible to just say it?

After a deep breath, I pinched my eyes shut.

"Yes," I whispered thickly. There was a beat of silence, and I realized she was waiting for me to look at her again.

She nodded. "Good. Because I can live with it too. I know that I'm proud of my daughter, that I love my daughter, whether she walked out yesterday or three years ago, no matter what the reason. And that will never change."

I hugged her again. "Thank you."

"You have nothing to feel guilty about, sweetie. Nothing."

Plucking a tissue from the nightstand, I blew my nose noisily enough that she laughed. Once I was finished, the wadded-up tissue was added to the rest of the pile in the trash bin next to my bed. "Other than the fact that I'm a coward and need to come to grips with the fact that I short-changed myself out of a life with someone who could've been making me happy all these years."

"You know," she mused, "that's where I think your generation needs to work on its phrasing. It's not just about happiness."

My head dropped back to the headboard and I sighed. "Do tell."

She reached forward to play with the ends of my hair. "Happiness is always fleeting from day to day. No one can make you happy all the time. Not a spouse, not your kids, not your friends. But what keeps your head up during the times when you don't make each other sublimely happy is knowing what's underneath it. Respect and understanding, loyalty and a fierce love for exactly who that person is. Not what you'd want them to be, but what they are. That's how you stay married to someone who can weather those unhappy times with you, because you both know unequivocally that those other things will never waver."

Oh, if I thought my tears were done, she'd just proved me wrong.

"That is what you didn't have as a foundation with Marcus, sweetie. Not one of those things to guide you through the unhappy times. That's why Marcus doesn't have the power to take away what you did last night. You walked away when you needed to. When it was right in your soul to walk away."

I sniffled. Again. "You're really good at this."

She laughed and shook her head. "I'm old. We come with a lot of advice after living this many years."

"I just want it to be over quickly." Another tissue. Another loud honk from my nose. "I don't want anything from him, so it should be."

Mom gave me a speculative look. "I'm guessing you've done some research over the years?"

After a second, I nodded. "Just to check out my options. I don't want the house. He owned it before we were married anyway. And I don't need spousal support, not with the money from Dad. And he can't touch that as marital property since it was left to me as an inheritance. Once Marcus is served with divorce papers, there's a minimum of ninety days before the marriage can legally be dissolved." I swallowed roughly. "Maybe you think it's stupid that I'd make it so easy for him, that I wouldn't fight him for anything."

"Nothing you want to do is stupid in this scenario." She cupped my face again and smiled. "I could always ask Judge Connors across the street if there's anything he can do to help. He owes me anyway."

"I don’t think I want to know why," I muttered.

She burst out laughing. "Oh goodness. I fed their cat while they were on vacation a couple weeks ago. And that cat is the devil incarnate, which he knows. I'll let you finish your very cold bacon and very cold coffee and go give him a ring. Maybe he can speed things up for you. Or at least make sure it’s not held up in a stack of papers somewhere.”

"Okay. Thank you." The coffee was indeed not hot, but it was still caffeinated, which was all that mattered.

Before she left the room, she paused and smiled at me, hope clear in her expression. "You know you're welcome here, if you don't mind a roommate for a while. Just until you decide what you want to do next."

I smiled after she shut the door with a quiet click. Until I decided what to do next.

Starting small, I needed a shower first. Then I needed to go to the house and pack some stuff up. Then after that?

I just wanted to start living my life. The one I'd missed out on for the past eight years.


Chapter Eight


Tristan



Anna: Does Thursday morning work? Maybe 10:30? I can text you the address for the studio, if it does.

Did Thursday morning work? Like I hadn't mentally cleared everything off my calendar for the entire week when she told me she'd need some more time before I could meet with her at her offices. Typing in an address for LoDo, just outside of the business district in a trendier area of town, I thought I might pass out.

Even the oxygen in my brain knew that I was about to throw myself straight onto the fire, and was making itself scarce. Maybe it thought that it could save us from fallout if it didn't feed the flames at all.

Well, that was well and good, but I needed my hands to work in order to drive. I needed every shred of consciousness to get through this first meeting with Anna. Would there be other people at the office? How many coworkers did she have? I wasn't even sure what her role was within the design firm she'd worked at since I first met her.

Garrett was the only person I'd really ever talked to about my feelings for Anna, and that was because he'd forced the issue as her brother. But I didn't ask questions. Couldn't for the sake of my sanity.

The more I knew, the harder it was. It made me feel like a recovering alcoholic that way. I couldn't indulge my addiction, even a little. One drop, one bit of information about Anna that I hadn't known before gave me a craving that set my blood on fire all over again.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid," I whispered under my breath as I pulled my truck into an empty parking spot next to the curb.

If small drops of information about Anna were dangerous for me, then what was this? Willingly putting myself in her path, with her in my debt for the next few months, with who knows how much time spent with just us?

It meant that I had a death wish. Not a single shred of self-preservation.

I looked up at the white modern space of her offices, large circular windows and black iron work within their frames, with my foot slipping right off the proverbial cliff, and I took the leap with my eyes wide open. Every step from my truck, toward the building that was neatly landscaped with bright green topiaries and clean white rock, I knew that I wouldn't be able to walk away from this without something broken or bruised.

And yet, I only had to take a single deep breath before I pulled open the large glass door. Just one to bring as much oxygen to my body as possible before stepping into this world that I'd never allowed myself before. A world where I could stand next to Anna with the distinct possibility that she'd look at me and see. See everything that I'd so carefully hidden from her.

When she stood up from behind a large white work table, a wide smile on her face directed right at me, I felt the surge of it light me on fire, singe my veins and heat the muscle and bone under my skin until all I felt was a painful, wonderful warmth.

Yes, this might leave me bloody and broken, but I knew that there was nothing I wouldn't do to see her smile like that. If that made me a fool, then I'd wear that label on every inch of what was left of me at the end.

"Right on time." She came around the table and started to lift her hand, then laughed and dropped it back to her side. "I don't know if I'm supposed to shake your hand or hug you, because they both feel a little off, don't they?"

Please don't hug me, I thought, pasting a pleasant expression on my face.

I was such a coward. But if she shook my hand, it would feel off. We weren't colleagues, but there was no way she'd normally hug me either. We were smile at each other from across the room acquaintances. And here I was standing within touching distance, in a space that was seemingly empty of everyone except us.

"You could always punch me in the shoulder." The words were out before I could ask myself what the hell I was doing. "That's how Michael greets me."

Her delighted smile in answer, that's why I said it. "I think we'll give it a couple weeks before we hit that stage." She turned and gestured to the wide-open space, with plentiful natural light from all the windows, either circular, or long rectangles set high on the light gray walls.

The furniture was mostly white with black or gray accents in the main work area. Shelves lined each long wall of the space, binders and books of samples stacked neatly on them. The large table was really three pushed together, black stools lined up on either side and light fixtures hanging low over the entire length. On the closest table were piles of fabric samples from different books, all in shades of blue. The tile next to them stacked just as high.

In each corner of the building was an office, glass walls for absolutely no privacy, but an aesthetic of complete openness. Those offices held the only splashes of color in the whole place, each with its own obvious personality.

"Is that one yours?" I asked without thinking, lifting my chin to the one in the northwest corner. Behind the large gray driftwood desk, the whole back wall of the office was cork. The giant inspiration board was sectioned off in fourths, each quadrant with a visible theme, probably different projects she was working on.

The large drum lights over the desk were wrapped in a dark blue fabric, and the chairs on either side of the massive desk matched, simple white linen like you might find flanking a dining table. On the large bookshelves were vases of pink peonies and on the bench under the window were pink pillows, so pale they almost looked white from a distance.

"How did—?" Her voice trailed off before I realized how stupid it was for me to say anything. I couldn't exactly say, because that office looks like you. It wasn't stark like the rest of the work space, it wasn't too colorful like two of the other offices, and the last office was far too much like the rest of the building. All whites and black and gold, which I didn't see as matching her design preferences either.

"Just a good guess," I muttered, refusing to meet her curious gaze. What would she see if I did? If I squared my shoulders to her and let her? I see you, Anna. I see so much about you that I haven't figured out how to look anywhere else. I cleared my throat when she didn't say anything. "Are we working here?" I gestured at the table.

"Ahh, yeah. Let me clear some of this crap out the way. That's for another project."

With brisk movements belying how often she performed them, she shelved the samples and pulled other binders down from the wall storage. I took a stool and flipped through the blueprints. If the address on the top corner was correct, then this was the project she needed me for.

The harsh lines and angles of the blueprints didn't give a feel for the home, unless you were used to looking at them. First, it was big. The design favored open spaces in the gathering areas, which could be tricky to fill with so much square footage, but it also looked like a farmhouse with the peaked roof line and large wraparound porch with simple beams. That called for comfort and warmth—a home, not just a house. Which was an interesting choice for something that apparently had well over four thousand square feet.

"Big family?" I asked.

Anna laughed, setting two new binders down next to me while she took a stool. "Big extended family."

I lifted an eyebrow, but still couldn't bring myself to look directly at her. My tongue felt thick and sluggish in my mouth, clumsy as I struggled with how to fill the yawning silence in the cavernous space.

"And big rental potential," she continued, handing me some 3-D renderings of the inside. Anna's stamp was all over the design concept, enough that it made me smile. "Millie herself is single, but she's got more money than God and a lot of time on her hands. We've pitched a few jobs to her before, but she's never commissioned us before this one."

"Farmhouse style, huh?"

She groaned, but she didn’t sound upset. "Thank you very much, Joanna Gaines. It's hard enough to differentiate ourselves, and now everyone wants shiplap and sliding barn doors."

I chuckled under my breath. "It can't be that bad." I pointed to a sketch of the kitchen. "I like the island."

"Good, because you're going to help build it."

Anna smelled like grapefruit and lemongrass when she leaned closer. Close enough to nudge me with her elbow. I licked my lips and chanced a look at her. The long black sweep of her hair fell over the shoulder furthest away from me, and there was a teasing grin on her lips.

When was the last time I was this close to her?

A couple years, at least. Instead of feeding into the playful energy that she emitted, something I ached to do, something that made my heart churn painfully in my chest while I tamped down the desire to give in to it, I looked back at the sketch with fresh eyes.

"You could lay out the wood in a staggered pattern, add some visual interest with how much white is in the kitchen, if you don't think it would be too busy." Then I tapped the page where she'd drawn a long wood dining table in the open space past a beautiful brick arch that separated the kitchen from the dining area. "Same with the table, if I'm still building that. I could do a couple things to make that more interesting to look at. Make sure it looks custom."

"Oh, Millie is going to love you," she laughed. If Anna's smile—any of her smiles that were aimed at me—fed fire through my veins, then her laughter was like she threw light over every dark corner inside of me. It was jarring and fast, something that switched off as quickly as it turned on. A tease that I wasn't allowed to indulge the long-term effects of. "Give me any idea you've got. She loves custom, despite the trend that we're feeding into here. So," she shrugged, "we're switching it up where we can. Most modern farmhouse styles use a lot of white, yes, but we're doing deep navy for accent instead of black, just to soften it up. I'm aiming for variation in the wood tones and the stone finishes for the bulk of our ... visual interest, as you noted."

Things I needed to remember never felt real to me until I put lead to paper, so I pulled out my small notepad from where it was always wedged in my back pocket. There was a mechanical pencil laying in front of me on the table, so I lifted it up and looked at her in question.

"By all means." She was laughing at me. It was in the slight twitch to her pink lips, the barely there narrowing of her eyes.

That's when it hit me. When I stop and stared at her for the first time since I walked through the door. Anna looked happy. Tired, but happy. This close—without quickly averting my gaze because staring at her felt like staring into a spotlight sometimes—I could see the small smudges of dark skin in the flawless skin under her eyes. But what I didn't see was the pinch of her forehead, the sad downturn of her mouth.

"Is there something on my face?" she asked, half teasing, half serious.

"Sorry." I scratched a few notes on the lined paper, a shorthand that no one but me would probably be able to decipher. My eyes focused so carefully on the messy scrawl of my handwriting that I thought maybe it would distract me from the embarrassed heat in my cheeks.

If anyone wondered why I kept the facial hair, it was so I had more to hide behind. While I wrote some more notes and a few ideas bouncing around my head, Anna leaned over so she could see.

"Lordy, that handwriting. If you ever got it analyzed, they'd probably say you were either meant to be a doctor or a serial killer."

That's what was different too. It was her voice, the soft lilt of teasing that I hadn't heard from her in so long. Not since those first few nights. She was teasing me.

This ... this threw me a little. For so long, I knew exactly what to expect from my interactions with Anna. We'd be polite, warmly so. Friendly acquaintances because I had my mask so firmly into place. I'd perfected that mask over the years. And even though we were alone, there was absolutely no reason that she'd suddenly treat me differently. Anna had always taken the way I'd interacted with her and mirrored me perfectly, it's probably the only reason I'd stayed sane for so long.

It was just a good mood. Everyone had days that were better than others, and it showed in how they were with the people around them. The way she was with me right now, it didn't mean anything beyond a day that made her happy.

Which is why I flipped to another sketch and started asking questions. Just like she used to, she took her cues from me, and slid instantly into design mode. Most of what she'd laid out was very straightforward, and when she started pulling some samples from the books to give me an idea of what she wanted from me, an hour passed before I'd even realized it.

"Oh, I love that," she said excitedly when I told her about an idea I had for the dining room chairs. "Are you sure you're not taking on too much though? This is a big job for one person."

I lifted my chin and met her eyes, it was easier now that we'd been talking so comfortably. I forgot that my tongue wanted to trip over letters and words to make sure I was saying the right things, the appropriate things. I forgot that this was foreign for us. I forgot that she was acting differently.

I forgot all those things and just enjoyed myself. Maybe that was the key to being around Anna, not drown myself in the ache of what I couldn't have, but enjoy what I could. If I never touched her skin, never knew what it felt like under the pads of my fingers, I could be grateful for knowing what it was like to make her laugh. I could enjoy the easy passing of ideas, enjoy seeing how she worked, the quick way she thought. I could enjoy the way she made me feel, even if I could never do anything about it.

"Tristan?"

I blinked when I realized I hadn't answered her question. "Sorry, just ... thinking through all of this." With two fingers, I scratched the side of my face. Instead of staring at me, she turned and started tidying the sample binders. A phone rang behind the white reception desk, and she excused herself.

Instead of watching her walk away, because the navy pencil skirt was not what I needed to be paying attention to, I pinched the bridge of my nose. Today was just the beginning, even though our time alone would be sporadic over the course of the project.

And she'd asked me if I was taking on too much. It was almost enough to make me laugh out loud. If I was the sort of person to do that, I would've from the sheer, painful irony of her question.

Of course it was too much. Too hard. Too painful.

Or it would be, if I let it. Be too complicated, if I let it be. It was smart professionally, especially if I wanted to do more custom work and less general contracting. And I'd do it because it gave me this time with her. I simply had to train myself to enjoy the moments I did have.

Anna laughed into the phone, turning my direction and giving an apologetic smile. I waved her off and stood to look at some of the inspiration boards on the wall when she lifted a hand to brush her hair behind her ear.

Her left hand.

There was no ring on it. I'd never seen her without her wedding ring on.

My heart thudded to a stop, a cement block in my chest for one prolonged moment before it was racing, roaring and flying into an irregular pattern. Something dangerous that made me feel light-headed. All I could do was stare while she walked back to the table, completely unaware of my body freaking the hell out.

And that? That was nothing compared to what my mind was doing. And my mind was galaxies away from my heart.

"Sorry about that."

"You're not wearing your wedding ring." It was out before I could stop it. I didn't even want to stop it. I wasn't even sure my voice belonged to me. Surely someone else let the words go, some tortured soul who needed them out in the world to free itself from whatever prison it belonged to.

Her face froze in a suspended sort of panic at my question. Wait. Had I asked a question? What had I said? It was enough to drain all the color from her face, her high cheekbones no longer holding whatever flush they'd had just moments earlier.

Bah-bomp, bah-bomp, bah-bomp. All I heard was the uneven thump of my heart behind my ribs. She started to lie, I saw it the moment before she opened her mouth.

"It's..." She shook her head a little and then licked her lips. Her chin dropped down to her chest for just a moment and I regretted saying anything. I could've just asked Garrett. He would've slugged me in the shoulder and said she was probably just getting it cleaned. "It's, uh..."

No. It wasn't at the cleaner. I took a step toward her and then froze when it registered what I was doing.

What was I doing? Trying to keep my hands to myself, to not grab her by the shoulders and shake an answer from her.

Anna took a deep breath and stared past my shoulder for another excruciating beat. Then her eyes hit mine, and I saw the determination there.

"It's off because I left Marcus on Saturday night."

And just like that, my world stuttered back to a roaring start.


Chapter Nine


Anna



I'd almost lied. The embarrassment of admitting the truth almost had false words falling easily from my tongue. But something in his eyes, pinning me in place, refused to let me. I didn't even really know Tristan that well, but there was something about him that would not let me lie to him.

Those eyes tracked the movement of my hand when I smoothed down the front of my blouse.

"Why?" he bit out, a short, quiet growl. It was barely civil, definitely not polite, and inexplicably, it made me laugh.

"You sound so grumpy about it." I smiled, and he looked at me like I'd lost my mind. Okay. Maybe smiling wasn't appropriate for this conversation, but honestly, Tristan was my test audience. Someone who knew me—and knew I was married—and I'd just said it. I told him. My poor mother had been keeping it from Garrett and Rory this week at my request, because the thought of telling them and seeing the inevitable celebration felt like too much when I was still sorting out how I felt about everything.

It was hard to fight the deep-seeded truth that I'd stayed longer than I should have. Seeing unfettered happiness and relief at the demise of my marriage was just ... it was too soon.

"I'm not grumpy," he said in a less growly tone. Tristan looked away and ran a hand through the top of his hair, upsetting the part of his ponytail that was pulled back. "Just..." He stopped and stared at me. Then he took a deep breath and readjusted. "Are you okay?"

The kindness of his voice made my eyes burn for the first time that day. My rapid blinking must have given me away, because his face took on this surprisingly panicked expression.

"Don't worry,” I told him. “There will be no crying today." I pushed a smile back on my face, even as I tried to figure out how the hell we were in this conversation. Even my coworkers hadn't noticed that my ring was off.

Not even Corryn, who hated Marcus, and was the nosiest person I’d ever met. I'd promised myself that I'd tell them before the end of the week, but we'd all been busy enough, off in a million different directions that I hadn't had the chance.

Correction. I hadn't made the chance take place, because I still felt like I needed to shield myself from people's reactions. Self-preservation at its finest, folks. Maybe that was just another cage, this time of my own making. I couldn't blame it on Marcus, and that burned at the edges of whatever question Tristan could have possibly asked me.

He could have ignored what he saw, and he certainly didn't need to see if I was okay. But he had been friends with my brother for so long, someone that I knew to be trustworthy and steady.

"I'm okay," I told him. He looked up at me in surprise. Then I let out a deep breath and tucked my hair behind my ears. "You didn't need to ask that. A lot of people will, I'm sure," I found myself babbling a bit at his intense stare. "But how often do people ask that kind of stuff; how was your day, how's it going, are you doing okay, and they don't really care about your answer. They expect you to say that you're fine or you're so busy or just wait politely until you turn the question back to them. But I think ... I think you meant that. You seem like someone who would mean it. And I feel like I'm okay. I'll be okay."

It was official. My tongue was off its leash. As each word poured out, Tristan's lips curved up just barely on each side.

I cleared my throat and shifted awkwardly. "Thank you for asking."

His dark brown eyes narrowed just slightly, that almost smile still on his face. "You're welcome."

"You're the first person who knows outside of my mom." Then I laughed. "And Marcus, I suppose. But let's not count him."

Tristan's head tilted. "What about Garrett?"

My hand rubbed at my neck. "Oh, please don't say anything to him if you see him tonight. I just ... I haven't told him yet."

"Why not?"

I lifted an eyebrow. "Do you always ask people this many personal questions?"

He shook his head slowly. "No."

If I was waiting for further explanation, I would not be getting it. Another laugh bubbled in my chest, but I swallowed this one down. Weirdest conversation ever at the office. Or with someone that was friends with my brother.

"Okay," I said. "I'm ... I'm not looking forward to the what took you so long response."

As soon as I said it, his eyes lit with understanding, and he nodded. Nothing past that. Just quiet understanding.

“And it’ll get even worse when he finds out it’s because I heard Marcus on the phone with his girlfriend.”

Tristan’s face of quiet understanding froze. “His what?”

I groaned. “I know. It’s so cliché. I was miserable for years, but it took him cheating for me to finally be able to leave.”

The wide expanse of his chest expanded on a deep breath, his voice incredulous and dangerously low when he spoke again. “He … he cheated on you?”

My face was hot when I nodded. “Yup. Don’t worry though, I threw his laptop through the doors of his office when I found out.”

Tristan’s eyes widened, his mouth opening slightly. “You…”

Suddenly, I found myself laughing. He looked at me like I’d lost my mind. “This isn’t funny. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m laughing.”

“Aren’t you … aren’t you furious with him?” he asked slowly.

I took a deep breath and blew it out through pursed lips. “I am. And I’m mad at myself too.” Desperately, I tried not to fidget in place when he tilted his head at my answer. “Does that make sense?”

Tristan braced his hands on his hips and searched my face. After a long, long minute, he nodded. “I think it does. And I think I understand why you haven’t told you brother.”

"I'm going to tell him tonight," I added quickly. "After work. I'll text him right now to see if he and Rory will be home."

"That's a good plan."

My arms crossed over my chest, ridiculously warmed by his responses. Who knew that they'd be exactly what I needed? "I think so too."

Tristan let out a slow breath, enough that his cheeks puffed out while he did. "Good."

A smile spread over my face. "Good."

Then the most adorable thing I'd ever seen happened. Tristan blushed. This large, quiet man blushed and for the life of me, I couldn't figure out why that made me want to laugh out loud.

I didn't. Because somehow, I knew that would make it worse. He tucked his notepad into the back pocket of his worn jeans and wouldn't meet my eyes. "I'm going to start working on some sketches. Can you shoot me the PDF of these plans to my email? I lose papers too easily. I'd rather have all the room measurements in my phone."

"Of course." I looked around for a piece of paper. "I don't have your email address. Can you text it to me?"

He nodded briskly. The flush was off his cheeks, but he definitely seemed out of sorts.

"So, do you want to work on some sketches first based on just the plans? Or would you like to see the house? Either works for me."

Tristan briefly stared out the front window of the office before looking back at me. "If it's not too much trouble, I think I'd like to see the house. That's normally how I'd do it."

"Of course," I said right away. The favor he was doing me was so massive, this was a tiny accommodation to make. "I'm booked all day tomorrow, but how about Monday? After eleven, my day is wide open."

He blinked a few times and then pulled his phone out to check the calendar. Oh yes, definitely out of sorts. "Monday is fine."

"Awesome. I'll text you the address and a time."

"Right. Good." Then he turned to leave and I smothered a laugh. His hand was on the door when he paused and looked at me over his shoulder. "I hope it goes well with Garrett tonight. If it doesn't, let me know, and I’ll punch him. Or something."

"Sounds like a plan," I said around my wide smile. "Have a good day, Tristan."

When he walked past the front window, his eyes were pinched shut like he was embarrassed, and something about it made my heart happy. And that ... that felt good. I walked back to my office, humming as I sat down to get back to work.
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Garrett and I stared at each other from across his dining room table. I held chopsticks in my hand, and he calmly chewed his fried rice, not blinking.

"Let it out, brother."

With precise movements, he set his fork down and stood from the table. Rory and I watched him curiously. I expected an immediate burst of obnoxious victorious yelling and jubilation at my news, I expected a roar of anger over what I’d discovered when I came home.

Rory reacted about how I expected, simply reaching over and holding my hand tightly. She whispered, I'm proud of you, and left it at that. But Garrett remained silent. So silent that it freaked me out.

Even after he got up from the table, he walked casually back to their master bedroom. Once he was in there, he shut the door.

"What on earth?" Rory said under her breath. "My husband is strange."

"I've dealt with him for thirty years, and he never gets less strange."

Then we heard it, like he'd muffled his face with a pillow.

Hell yes, baby, it's about time. Suck it, Marcus, you douchebag. Well, that's the gist I caught through the filter he'd clearly pressed to his mouth. Rory rolled her eyes and refilled her wine glass.

The bedroom door opened and Garrett had a pleasant smile on his face. He looked so much like our dad that for a moment, it hurt to look at him. Then he opened his mouth and my sadness was gone.

"Little sister of mine, I'm so terribly sorry to hear your news." He sat in his chair and faced me, all earnestness and candor. "What can we do to help? Am I allowed to kick his ass now? Bury him in the backyard?"

"Seriously?" I pointed back to the bedroom.

He didn't so much as blink. "I'm older now. More mature. I don't need childish displays of emotion to appropriately react to news like that. That's something I would've done last year."

Rory sighed, but it was heavy with affection. And I wanted to be pissed, but my laughter was instant, and exactly what I needed.

"I guess the fact that I expected you to do that right in my face and you didn't means you're clearly growing as a person, Garrett." I lifted my half empty wine glass. "Congratulations."

He straightened an imaginary tie. "Thank you."

The mood steadied out now that his little outburst was over. Rory spoke first. "Now what?"

"I filed on Monday, he was served Tuesday morning. I don't want anything from Marcus, so I can't fathom he'd fight me on any aspect of this. Colorado is a no-fault state anyway, so it's not like I can use his affair against him. It's just about splitting the marital assets. And since I don't want any of them, in theory, I'm ninety days away from being officially divorced." At their shocked looks, I smiled a little. "It's amazing what can happen when you've got a judge calling in favors for you to one of the attorneys he knows."

"I guess so," Garrett said under his breath. "Judge Connors?"

I nodded. "Mom called him Sunday night. I forgot how scary she can be when she wants something."

"And you're going to stay with Mom for the time being?" Rory asked.

"That's the plan." I gave Garrett a look. "I think she likes having someone at home with her. She's lonely."

No one around the table could argue that, so they didn’t. Then Garrett narrowed his eyes a little.

"You better stay lonely for a while."

"What's that supposed to mean?" I snapped at him.

Garrett held his hands up. "Just give yourself some time, okay? I know everything feels all happy and hunky dory right now. Yay, Marcus the asshole is gone. Believe me, I understand. But the last thing you need to do is jump into a serious relationship. Or a casual one."

"Garrett," Rory warned.

"I'm pretty sure that's not up to you, big brother."

"Of course, it's not up to me," he said like I was an idiot. He'd find out who the idiot was when I shoved my chopsticks up his nose. "I'm just looking out for you."

I set said chopsticks down when I started getting creative in my thoughts. They could go so many places. "I appreciate your concern. But guess what? I'm not looking for a serious relationship. I'm staying with Mom, for crying out loud. That's not exactly conducive to romance, if that was even what I wanted."

"Good." He crossed his arms over his chest.

Using my fingers, I popped a bite of chicken into my mouth and peered past him for a second. "I'm not opposed to finding someone to help me let off some steam though. I’ve been through a hell of a dry spell lately."

Garrett slapped his hands over his ears. "Lalalala, I'm not hearing this."

Again, Rory rolled her eyes. I laughed at how genuinely tortured he looked. Somewhere in my head, it's not like I thought Garrett was wrong for telling me to step forward with a bit of caution. There was a bit of a honeymoon phase that I was in the midst of without Marcus.

My soul felt a lightness that had been violently absent for the past five or six years, each passing year only made that feeling worse. But there was still grief. There were still the emotions knotted around my heart, my head, from so many years of that relationship, and only time could untangle them.

No, I didn't want to complicate that process by jumping headfirst into anything serious. But damned if I would admit that Garrett was thinking the same thing I was. He needed to think he was being heavy-handed and ridiculous.

"Man, even two years ago, I would have the pick of all your friends. Who’s still single again?" I tapped my chin thoughtfully, thinking they'd both laugh, and we'd joke about me blowing off steam for a bit. Just to torture Garrett. Which is why I was so surprised when both of their faces turned serious. Rory gave Garrett a nervous glance and I sat up straighter. "What?"

He leaned forward in his seat. "You want to blow off steam, fine. No one would begrudge you some of that. Not even me. But not with Tristan."

I tilted my head. Because huh? "I was joking about your friends, Garrett."

"Good."

"What's that supposed to mean anyway?"

It was clear on his face that he didn't want to answer me, but he'd said too much for that. He sighed and took a drink. "He's just ... he doesn't do casual. Ever. And if you want a fling or a one-night stand or anything, just don't look to him for that. I know you guys are working together, but ... he's not that guy. Okay?"

Rory gave me a tight smile, worry in her blue eyes. "Tristan is the best. You know that, I think."

Defensiveness had my face hot and my eyes painfully dry. "Of course, I do. I'd never use one of your friends."

"I know," she said quickly, darting her eyes to Garrett. "And Garrett does too. There's protectiveness all around, right? No one wants you to get hurt either. It's not just about Tristan."

She was right, and I knew that. I rubbed at my forehead wearily. It wasn't like anything they said surprised me, per se. I'd never known Tristan to sleep around, unless he was the soul of discretion. I thought about how he spoke to me earlier at work, concern clear in everything he said to me. No, Tristan wasn't a casual guy. And he'd never take advantage of a woman.

"Sorry," I said to both of them. "This is all new for me. I don't even know what I want right now. Or what I should want."

"There's no should about any of this," Rory assured me. "Whatever you feel will be right, as long as it's not hurting you. Then your brother will get really annoying again. I will too."

I smiled. "No, you're right. You don't need to worry about me. Work will definitely keep me busy for a while, and that's for the best."

I just had to keep telling myself that. Every day if necessary.


Chapter Ten


Tristan



Anna is single.

Every punch of the nail gun into a stupid, trash piece of wood, that phrase turned over in my head on a rolling loop.

Thwack.

Anna is single.

Thwack.

Unattached.

Thwack.

Unfettered.

Thwack.

Available.

Thwack, thwack.

Because her husband cheated on her.

The wood splintered under the weight of too many nails in too small of a space, but my finger kept squeezing the trigger, my body tensed in preparation for the blast of pressure up my arm. It wasn't enough though. Not even close.

Anna is single.

Thwack, thwack, thwack.

When a chunk broke off the edge from the last nail slicing too close to the edge, I set the gun down and yanked the hose out of the bottom of the gun that connected it to the compressor. All weekend long, this is what I'd been doing to myself. How I'd been punishing myself. I'd lain awake and stared at the ceiling of my dark room, lied to myself that I'd still find sleep.

But it was elusive.

There was something strange about finding yourself in a situation that you'd ached to be in, facing a possibility that you wanted so badly that it made your bones hurt. I always thought I knew exactly how I'd feel if Anna was ever single. If she ever walked out the door from that cage of a marriage.

Of all the possibilities, it never occurred to me that I wouldn't know exactly how to feel once it happened. But I found myself replaying our meeting in her office over and over and over. I couldn't close my eyes without seeing the dark circles under her eyes, even though she seemed happy.

Hadn't she seemed genuinely happy?

Or had I been so desperate for any grain of good coming from her direction that I imagined all of it?

It didn't seem possible to me that she could just, bam, feel free and happy and whole. Just like that. But I wasn't Anna. And for all the years that I'd spent with her at some fixed point of my brain, I hadn't thought through what she might feel once she walked away.

I only saw her and me. I only saw some snapshot of a future that was as hazy as it was perfectly branded into my head. The details changed occasionally, but through every year that passed, I could see it. I just never imagined what led up to it. Where her head and heart might be stuck in the gray fog after swimming out of the black. How difficult it might be to reconcile what her life was like after. I'd envisioned later. Not immediately after. And that was as stupid as having been in love with her for so many years.

I'd sketched Saturday and Sunday, knowing that every page, every stroke of the pencil, every erased line and angle and joint might all be a waste once I got out to the house. But it was something I could do.

But once I got to my shop on Monday morning, that activity was too sedate for all the energy I had shooting through my veins. This was the first time that I would be seeing Anna with the absolute torturous knowledge that she was free.

Uninhibited.

Unchained.

Single.

It almost choked me with anticipation and terror and excitement and dread.

"What the hell is wrong with you?" I muttered under my breath.

"An excellent question," Michael said, and I worked not to jump in surprise. He clapped me on the shoulder as he leaned up against the work bench next to me. When he caught a glimpse of my face, he frowned. "What's wrong?"

I sighed and tossed my safety glasses onto the table next to the nail gun. If he was frowning when he saw my face, he shot past concerned when he saw the mangled wood shot full of useless nails.

"Brother," he said slowly, "I'm not sure how to ask this, so I'll just come out with it." He faced me, squinting at my face obnoxiously. "Are you on something? Having a mental breakdown? Working on abstract art fit for a four-year-old?"

When I rolled my eyes, he relaxed a bit. I rubbed at my forehead. "Anna left Marcus last week. I found out on Thursday."

Michael's eyes widened, and he whistled quietly before sinking back against the table. "Holy shit."

I mirrored his stance. "Yeah."

For a few minutes, we both stared at the far wall of the shop. The only sound in the room was the hum of the air compressor.

"And you're like, working with her now, right?"

"You know I am." I folded my arms across my chest and tipped my chin up to the ceiling, but closed my eyes because of the harsh light from the fluorescent bulbs.

Michael scoffed. "So why do you look like someone just kicked you in the balls? Dude, this is amazing."

"Yeah."

"Okay, if you say that one more time, I'll kick you in the balls."

Shifting so that my hip was against the work table, I faced him. "And what do you want me to say?"

He gaped at me. "Seriously? I can't believe you're not excited right now. This changes things, Tristan. For the first time since you've met her, things are finally different."

The slow kindling of excitement sparked in my chest and it took everything in me not to stoke that, nurture it and let it roar through me in a sweep of heat. If I had any intention of surviving this new reality in the way I'd always hoped, there was no way I could do that.

"Different, yes. But Michael, she left her husband of eight years a week ago. Seven days. It doesn't change that much. Not this quickly."

"Oh bullshit."

My eyebrows lifted at his hard tone and hard face. "Excuse me?"

Michael leaned forward. "Don't give me that bullshit. If it doesn't change things for you, then what? You made up everything you've felt for her the last six years?"

"Don't push me on this right now, Michael," I ground out. "It's not the time."

He ignored me, even though my chin lifted and my hands curled into fists. His chin did exactly the same thing. "Did you make up what you've felt for her? Maybe you were only in love with the idea of her."

"Michael," I warned, feeling my skin crawl with the need to defend myself, defend her, defend everything that had been embedded into me for the last six years. He had no idea how real it was.

Had no idea how—so many years ago—she made me feel normal in my quiet reserve, and not only that, she made me want to laugh, want to smile.

Had no idea that when I sat next to her in that dugout and listened to her heckle a man four times her size fearlessly, I understood how a man could be well and truly wrecked over a woman, only to have it ripped away from me just a few moments after I realized that I would’ve given anything to simply sit and talk to her for the rest of the day.

"How does this not change anything?" he pushed again.

My hand tightened on the mangled wood and I threw it across the room before I knew what I was doing. "Because right now, it fucking doesn't, okay? She walked out on a life that she'd had for eight years, man. You don't just wake up the next morning and not feel some sort of wound from that. And I'll be damned if I am the person to slap a Band-Aid over a bullet hole, just so that I can avoid the bloodshed that she may not want to think about right now."

Understanding softened his facial expression, but oh hell no, I wasn't finished. If he wanted to push, he could deal with me pushing the hell back. He had no clue, no one would, how much this news upended everything that I'd built up around me to hide what I felt for her.

Brick by brick, until my hands bled to the bone from the force of stacking them, I had figured out a way to live with what I felt for her and find some semblance of shelter. If I tried to tear that wall down too quickly, Anna would get buried under the weight of it.

"Don't you think she has the right to grieve what she went through?" I asked with a ferocity that clearly took him by surprise, because he took a step back and regarded me warily. "To figure out what she wants to do next without me falling to my knees and making some big declaration that would probably send her running in the opposite direction?"

Michael rubbed the back of his neck and sighed. "Tristan..."

"Don't you dare pity me right now."

"I'm not pitying you, but come on—"

"No," I yelled. "You don't get it. I've loved her so long that I can barely see straight when she's around, but I had to put blindfolds on for that exact reason for six years. Because if I looked at her the way I wanted to, it made me want to claw my heart out just for some relief from the pain. I needed blindfolds when I had another woman in my bed that didn't look like or smell like her." I wanted another piece of wood to throw. Something to break with my bare hands. I could barely choke out my words because they hurt so badly coming up. But I couldn’t keep them in. Not anymore. "It was even worse when they did look like her, Michael. Those blindfolds were the ones I needed the most, because then I didn't have to look at myself either. And if Anna ever looked at me like I made it worse for her, like I was a stumbling block in her getting past this, I'd hate myself more than I already do for loving her for this long, when she was never mine to love."

My chest heaved in the silence that followed, my breaths jagged and violent and loud as they left my body. Michael stared at me like he didn't even know me. Probably because outbursts were not precisely my thing. But damned if I didn't feel a little bit better. My temples throbbed, and my throat was dry and thick, but I felt better. When Michael did speak, I braced myself for a joke, but that wasn't what happened.

"I'm so sorry, brother." He turned and dropped onto the bench facing me, like he couldn't stand under the weight of what I'd flung at him. "I can't even," he shook his head slowly, "I can't even imagine what it must have been like for you."

He'd probably tried, I'm sure. They probably all tried to imagine what it was like for me all these years. And even if they had the most vivid imaginations, there was no way they'd be able to touch what it was like. They'd never be able to comprehend what it did to my insides to be around her and not be able to touch her. Or worse, to not be around her and pretend like I knew what it felt like to be able to do just that.

It wasn't their fault that they didn't know, couldn't know.

"I expected you to make a joke," I said gruffly. Emotional Michael was ... weird. Probably as weird as it was for him to have me completely explode.

He smiled, but it was sad. "I think before Brooke, I would have. Before Piper and Jacob. But ... I see things differently now. And trying to imagine what it would have been like to watch Brooke immediately after the twins' father left, watch her every single day as she worked through it, knowing that I'd loved her through everything leading up to it." Michael swiped a hand down his face and stared at me. "It sounds impossibly painful, bro."

I exhaled heavily. He got it. He really got it. Even if understanding something hypothetically was only a brief touch of true, full understanding, he knew what I was trying to say.

The pressure in my chest eased slightly and I sat next to him, braced my elbows on my legs and let my hands hang uselessly in between. A fitting image of how I felt inside.

My self-imposed cage was gone, the door left wide open, but there I sat, motionless. And I didn't see another way around it. For now.

"It has been impossibly painful," I admitted. "And I'm not sitting here because I'm too afraid to lay it all out there for her, it's because I know this isn't the time. It's too soon."

Too soon.

What I felt was too much.

Inside of me, it was too big.

If I laid it at her feet now, it would overwhelm her. And that wasn't something I could live with.

From the table, my phone alarm went off, reminding me that I needed to leave to meet with Anna on time. I rubbed at the dull pain in my chest.

"I need to head out."

Michael nodded. "Yeah, Uncle Jim and I need to go check out a new site anyway."

If we worked for anyone else, I wouldn't be able to duck out from my usual responsibilities for the general contracting side of the business and take on this job for Anna. Perks of being nephews to the boss, and I had zero issue taking advantage of that for situations like this one. We had more than enough guys who wanted the hours, anyway.

After he stood from the bench, Michael laid his hand on my shoulder and I glanced up at him.

"Sorry I pushed," he said.

"It's okay."

"It's not," he countered. "But it is from a place of love. It's been hard for all of us to watch you like this. If there's a chance, you know we want you to be able to take it."

I laughed under my breath, but it hurt coming out. All the things that I'd kept shoved down about Anna hurt coming up. "I do too, brother."

Driving out to the house, I had to admit to myself that what I'd unleashed onto an unsuspecting Michael had been a necessary purging. My feelings for Anna had been so tightly entwined inside of me that exorcising them was a painful process. And that wouldn't stop simply because her situation had changed. They were knotted and tangled around my bones and muscles, the very fiber of who I was in an inconceivable and illogical way.

Illogical to everyone, including me. When I tried to separate all of Anna's qualities, the things that made her who she was, I knew in my head that I could piece those back together in a different body of a different woman. It should have been easy. But it wasn't, because for the first couple years, I tried to do just that.

If I could have taken the sweetness of her, the sense of humor, the way she saw the world in shapes and colors and lines—just like me—the surprising bite of snark that she let out when she couldn't help herself, I should have been able to find those traits in someone else. I should've been able to find a beautiful smile that twisted up my insides, that made me want to smile back. I should've been able to find the fierce, almost misguided sense of loyalty that we shared for people who either weren't ours, or didn't deserve to be.

But all those things in a different body still wouldn't have been Anna. And she was the one who knitted herself around me so tightly that I couldn't—and didn't want to—cut myself free. It wasn't any single one of her traits, it was all of them combined that couldn’t be duplicated anywhere else.

The further I drove, the surer I became that giving her space to breathe was the best thing I could do, especially because I wanted all those traits to flourish and strengthen outside of the shadow of her marriage to Marcus.

The thing I could do, that I'd never really been able to do before, was be Anna's friend. Be there for her. Get to know this version of her, let her get to know me in a way I'd never allowed her to.

When I pulled down the bumpy dirt road, fields and trees and mountains rising up behind the wood frame of the large house, I could see her standing on the sprawling porch in jeans and a white sweater that was comically out of place in the construction zone. On top of her head was a yellow work hat. On her face was a smile that competed fiercely with the sun overhead, and it was all I could do not to relish in the brand new crack in my tired heart knowing that it was aimed at me.

Normally, I'd reach a job site like this and stare at the lines of the house, where the best views would be, the way it was seemingly pulled up from the ground and flanked by majestic mountains that made the entire world seem insignificant in their shadow. Normally, I'd marvel at how this house looked exactly right in exactly that spot, among the trees and rock and grass.

But as usual, when she was near, all I saw was her.

Slowly, I put the truck in park and pretended like I was gathering papers from the bench beside me. But I was steadying my breathing, slowing my heart, and getting my head into sharp focus.

I'd spent years setting aside the notion that I was entitled to whatever it was that might make me happy, and just because her finger was empty now, didn't mean that I'd change that.

For right now, what I could do was be her friend. And that was more of her than I'd had two weeks ago. It was more than I'd had for the past six years.

So through the windshield, her still watching me curiously, I gave her a friendly wave before opening the door.

"Are you coming or what?" Anna asked from the porch.

I took a deep breath and then walked toward where she was waiting for me.


Chapter Eleven


Anna



It had rained the night before, and my black rain boots sank into the mud as Tristan and I walked around the corner into what would eventually be the backyard. I sidestepped a pile of two by fours and my shoulder brushed against his heavy work jacket.

"Wow," he said in a hushed tone when we both stopped and looked at the jagged sprawl of the Rockies out in the distance. It was late enough in the year that the caps were all white and gray, the heat and sun of summer completely forgotten at their elevation. The aspen leaves were gold, their bark white, and I tipped my face up to the sun.

"Wow is right. Can you imagine owning all this space?" My voice was as quiet as his. There were no workers here today, they were at another site, which is why I'd requested today for Tristan and I to look around. I glanced over at him when he still hadn't answered.

There was something about him that fit into the land that we were standing on. Fit with the imposing mountains and beautiful trees and sprawling, waving fields. Maybe it was because Tristan had all the makings of a perfect mountain man, I thought with a smothered grin, and turned back to the view so he didn't feel self-conscious.

But it was the truth. His pulled-back hair, the strong edge of his jaw that was always covered in dark scruff, even the dirty work boots and the way he wore a flannel shirt underneath his work jacket. I half-expected him to rest an ax over his shoulder and start splitting wood right in front of me.

"I can."

I looked over, surprised that he finally said something. Tristan wasn't looking at me, still focused intently on the mountains. A small smile touched my face that he'd spent that long thinking over my question, which hadn't been much more than hypothetical.

"Should we go in? I'm sure you've got a schedule to keep."

With his hands tucked into his pockets, Tristan turned my direction and shrugged his shoulders. "Not much of a schedule other than to work on this right now. But yeah, let’s go in."

"Your uncle was fine with it?"

"Perks of being favorite nephew to the boss."

I smiled as we climbed the steps of the front porch. "Does Michael know you hold this title?"

"Of course. Uncle Jim tells Michael weekly what a giant loudmouth pain in the ass he is."

My laugh burst out of me in such an indelicate manner that Tristan stopped to gape. Well, his mouth was partially open, so his version of gaping. I smoothed a hand down my hair. "What? It was funny."

His dark brown eyes narrowed ever-so-slightly. Then his mouth relaxed into a half-smile when he gestured to the front door. "Shall we?"

When we passed through the framed-out entryway, brightly colored electrical cords snaking up in between the studs, into the great room that hooked toward the dining area, kitchen and breakfast nook, Tristan propped his hands on his hips and nodded while he looked around.

"It's big."

I swallowed another laugh at his gross over-simplification and made a sound of agreement. "It is."

We wandered through the kitchen and back into the master suite, me babbling about I didn't even know what, him taking the occasional note in his small notepad.

"Who was the architect?" he asked, staring at the wall that would eventually be behind the bed in the master bedroom.

When I gave him the name, he nodded approvingly.

"You've worked with them before?"

Tristan glanced at me, his warm brown eyes touching briefly on my face before he looked back at the room. How on earth were his eyelashes that long? "Only a couple times. We don't usually get jobs of the scale that they do. I like how the rooms connect together. Normally the master suite would be further from the kitchen, but this corner gives it the best view. And separating it using the storage room and butler's pantry gives it some privacy."

"Exactly what I thought. We've worked with them a lot, which helped us get this job."

"You mean you," he said quietly. "You got this job."

My eyebrows raised slightly at his clarification, and I felt myself blush. "Well, it's technically the whole firm working on it, but yes, I pitched it to Millie, which is why I'm overseeing the job."

Tristan rapped the edge of a support beam, eyes passing over the empty room that smelled like sawdust and wood. "You had neutrals in this room, right?"

"I do. Off-white carpet, really plush, at Millie's insistence, whites and off-whites for the linens. Probably brushed gold or copper accents. Why?"

He tapped his thumb against his thigh, staring at where the bed would be. "I'm just wondering about a finish for the beams in the ceiling. I could do the nightstands the same way, maybe make a bench for the foot of the bed if you think it would work."

"Adding more work for yourself?" I teased.

When he looked over at me, his eyes were lit with excitement, warm and contagious. "Have you heard of Shou Shugi-Ban?"

I had, but I couldn't resist messing with him a little, so I kept my face straight. "Why? Because I'm Asian?"

Tristan, God bless him, didn't miss a beat, and it was delightful. "No, because it's your job to know useless and obscure wood-finishing techniques."

He was not wrong. I held up my hand like I was ticking off imaginary points. "An ancient Japanese practice of treating wood with fire. Typically used for exterior finishes like siding and decks, but modern designers have started including it in interiors because of how dark the wood gets and how much wear it can take. The texture is really interesting too."

"That's the one," he said.

I stared up at where the massive beams would end up, imagining them in the almost-black finish, and my excitement was immediate. "I like it. I really like it. It would be a jarring juxtaposition in both color and texture, but in a good way. Make the neutrals seem really soft and warm in comparison."

"It would."

"I can't wait to tell Millie about it." The idea, how it changed things just enough in the room had me jittery and bouncing in place. "I think she'll love it. I'm so happy you thought about it. It never crossed my mind, but probably because I've never used it on a job."

"You're clearly not Asian enough then."

It was so strange how easily my shocked laughter slid out of my mouth, like it had the ability to make up its mind about being out in the world, like it didn't need my permission.

He was watching me laugh, gaze trained steadily on my face, amusement only showing in his eyes. When I finally gained my composure, I blew out a breath and gave him a dry look. "That doesn't even warrant a smile from you? You're a smile Nazi, Tristan."

He hummed and looked away.

I tucked my hair behind my ear and gave him a smile of my own. "Well, I think it’s a good thing. Then people know you really mean it when you do smile."

"Exactly."

What Garrett said about him the other night rolled through my head, that he didn't do casual, that if I felt the need to blow off steam, Tristan was strictly verboten. Just the small pockets of time I'd now spent with him, I knew Garrett was right about that.

And yet … I couldn’t help but look at him through that lens now that it was brought to my attention. Before, objectively, I knew how handsome he was.

Hot.

Tristan was hot. The kind of hot, with his broad shoulders, muscular chest, trim waist and easy, loose gait, that most females were hardwired to notice.

The hair, the eyes, the jaw … give me a break. That was the icing on a cake that was almost unfair to have walking around for public consumption.

He wasn't a flirt, even the harmless kind. There was intention behind everything he did and said, no accidental touches or inappropriate behavior in the slightest and if my brother felt that strongly about me treating Tristan with respect, then I would honor that.

A memory sparked in the back of my head, like an itch I could barely reach. "You know, I think you smiled the very first night that we met."

"Did I?" he murmured. His eyes never left my face and it flipped something low and warm in my belly. Then he blinked away. "Maybe I did. You might have caught me on one of my three days a year when I smile freely. Or that's what Michael says anyway."

The change in mood was like he'd opened a window and let a burst of cool air into a hot, stuffy room, and I inhaled deeply at the shift. It was good that he had. My mind was so all over the place lately, and this was the last thing I needed, especially when it came to someone like Tristan.

My phone buzzed in my purse and snapped me from the moment. When I briefly glanced at the text from work, I noticed that it was later than I'd thought, and my stomach rumbled almost instantly.

"Do you have time to grab some lunch?" I asked. "There's a great place just down the road, total dive, but they have amazing food. I've met Millie there before."

His visible hesitation almost made me regret my impulsive offer, but I couldn't take it back now. "Look," I said softly, "just a friendly meal, I promise. I won't unload my troubles on you or start sobbing into my pancakes, which are delicious, by the way. We can talk wood-charring and herringbone patterns only." I made an X over my heart.

One side of his mouth curved up. "Sounds like a boring lunch."

"Oh yeah, right. Those are probably the only topics that would make you contribute equally in the conversation."

We walked out of the room, and he waited while I closed up the door behind me.

"Are you saying I'm not a good conversationalist?"

His voice was so dry that I stopped in the middle of the muddy path to our cars and turned to him. "You know that's exactly what I'm saying."

"My friends would agree with you."

"Does that mean you're saying yes to lunch?"

There was a suspended moment where he didn't answer, just looked beyond me to the house, then briefly at me again. Nerves had me crossing my arms over my chest. When he spoke, he chose his words carefully. "Let's do it. Then maybe you can be another new friend on my side when they all tell me that I have the speaking skills of a rock."

I grinned. "I can do that. Besides, the pancakes really are to die for."

Tristan pulled in a slow breath and held my eyes as he spoke. “I guess you know how to hit me in my weak spots.”

My laugh was instant. “So that’s a yes?”

He gestured to our parked cars. “Lead the way.”

✽✽✽

We managed to snag two orange stools at the counter of Village Coffee Shop, the crowd heavier than I expected it to be during a Monday lunch hour.

The interior of the restaurant was completely unpretentious, a true greasy spoon, so the first time Millie told me to meet her there, I almost died on the spot when I walked inside.

The booths were faux wood without any cushion, bright orange formica tables, and the old-fashioned padded stools at the counter looked like they were plucked straight from the sixties. But the food was incredible, and Tristan looked comfortable with my choice as he perused the plastic menu. His elbows were spread out, so I made sure to keep my arms down so I didn’t hog any of his counter space.

A smiling waitress stopped in front of us, a number two pencil wedged behind her ear in a mass of orange hair that matched the stools perfectly. “What can I getchu two?”

I smiled and tucked my menu back in between two sugar canisters. “I’ll have the short stack of buttermilk pancakes, please.”

“Sure thing, sweetie.” Her eyes flipped to Tristan. “For you?”

“Pancake combo, please. Eggs over medium. And uhh, some coffee, if you get a chance.”

“You’ve got it, handsome. Be back around with some coffee.”

Tristan cleared his throat and I saw a slight tinge of red on his cheekbones.

“Do you really only smile three times a year?”

He had just taken a sip of water, and it caught in his throat on the way down. With a closed fist, Tristan covered his mouth until he successfully got the water down.

“Sorry about that,” I said on a laugh.

“It’s fine.” He shifted and his shoulder brushed against my arm. “I guess I’ve never really counted before, but you know Michael, he tends toward the dramatic.”

“That’s something I relate to very well. A dramatic brother.”

He nodded. “Yes, you probably do.”

The waitress popped back in front of us with a hot pot of coffee and she deftly filled two white mugs and slid them in front of us. I smiled at her when she brought back a small bowl of flavored cream.

Against his thigh, Tristan's thumb started tapping again, something I now knew meant he was working something over in his head, so I let him do so in silence. "Did you talk to Garrett?"

Ahh. Yes. I'd told him I was going to. "I did. It went," I paused and tilted my head, "well, about as expected. Though he was less obnoxious than I was mentally prepared for, which is always good."

"Good." Tristan propped his elbows on the counter again and glanced over at me, his hands folded together on the shining surface. "And you're doing okay?"

He asked it so warmly, so unobtrusively that it almost brought tears to my eyes. Most people asked questions like that and it was obvious that there was a slight edge to their question. They wanted to satisfy their own morbid curiosity, their own rabid fascination with why your marriage ended, why you finally moved out, rather than a genuine desire to know if you were okay.

There was no edge to his question. No indication that he'd be disappointed if I told him that most days, I didn't know what the hell I felt. That I couldn't give people any more of an explanation than I was able to give myself.

Not yet, at least. It was that tangle in my head that was the most confusing. And it was the reason that throwing myself into work was the best and worst kind of distraction. Why staying with my mom helped me escape the kind of silence that would force me to work through that tangle.

But here wasn't the place to get into that. And I wasn't entirely sure that Tristan was the person who I should unload it onto. Not yet.

Even if that were true, he deserved an honest answer. So I gave him what I could. I met his eyes and let out a deep, weighted breath. "I’m not quite sure yet."

He nodded, as if he instantly believed that that was the truth. Like he knew that there was no possible way for me to remain unscathed and unscarred from what I'd experienced with Marcus. He wasn't wrong, but I wasn't in the mood to shove that discovery process to the forefront right now.

I felt the tension that had seeped into my frame release with a few focused breaths, with the reminder that I was sitting with someone who wouldn’t judge my strange non-answer.

The reason I knew that is because he didn’t pry beyond that.

“Nothing wrong with that,” was all he said, in that deep, gruff voice of his.

I exhaled a soft laugh. “Most people wouldn’t say that. They want to know everything. It’s like social media has made us think we’re entitled to every thought that’s running through people’s heads, you know?”

“And that is why I’m not on social media.”

One of my eyebrows lifted. “At all?”

He shrugged, clearly a little uncomfortable with my question. “Doesn’t seem like there would be anyone who would care about what I ate for dinner or what hike I went on, because they can look at someone else’s dinner, see pictures from someone else’s hike. It doesn’t make the experiences more real for me by making them available for public consumption.”

I turned as much as possible in my stool and set my chin in my hand so I could watch his face when he spoke.

“That’s so true. Sometimes I find myself putting a picture on Instagram and I have to fight the urge to delete it ten minutes later, because I have this moment of, who really cares about this? They either don’t know me, or they only know this filtered version of me. Would they even notice if I didn’t post?”

Tristan lifted his coffee mug up to his mouth and took a careful sip, giving me a slightly dry look that surprised me.

“I’m sure lots of people care what you post.”

“Why, because I’m a female?” I teased.

“Something like that,” he mumbled, giving a quick glance at my face.

Before I could push what he meant, our food was delivered, and we lapsed into a food-lulled silence, punctuated only by my random exclamations of how good their pancakes were.

Tristan took his time buttering his, cutting them into precise squares before he carefully poured syrup around the edge of his plate.

“Oh my gosh,” I said around a mouthful of pancake. “That’s the craziest pancake prep I’ve ever seen.”

He didn’t spare me a glance, only shook his head before finally digging in. “What’s crazy about it? Now the syrup won’t make it soggy.”

I laughed. “You’re so weird.”

His lips curled. Slightly. And I narrowed my eyes, because now I felt like he was withholding the smile on purpose.

We finished our meal with some more talk about the house, and it was just … nice. Easy.

Even though I insisted on paying with my company card, Tristan glared at me and threw some cash down on the countertop.

“See?” I asked as he held the door open for me and we walked back out into the bright sunshine. “Not a bad work lunch, huh?”

His hands were jammed into his coat pockets, and we were walking closely enough that I could feel the heat from his big, tall body.

“I wouldn’t say so, no.”

That was his response, and I couldn’t stop the wide grin. The way he spoke, the reserved answers and impossibly small expressions, it would take some getting used to.

I swallowed as I pulled my car keys out of my purse and pressed the button to unlock the doors. The lights flashed, and I stopped to face him.

“Or maybe not a bad friend lunch?”

Tristan squinted into the sun before he looked back at me. “Not a bad one of those either.”

He nodded as I smiled my goodbye and slid into my SUV. When I pulled out of the parking spot, he was watching me drive away, and I realized that having a friend like Tristan was probably the best possible thing for me right now. Through my body, I felt a slow roll of contentment for the first time all week. Maybe, just maybe, I would be able to untangle the mess inside of me just fine.


Chapter Twelve


Tristan



All I'd felt like doing, all I'd been doing for the past three days—save sleeping and eating—was work on sketches for Anna.

For Millie, I thought resolutely. For the client. Since she'd be the one using them. I'd had custom jobs over the years that had easily kept my attention, that wasn't difficult. I enjoyed piecing together what the client had envisioned for themselves, finding creative ways to make it real, something that would fit seamlessly into their homes and their lives.

But this was consuming me. Every morning, I'd woken with my mind racing, my fingers twitching until I could put pencil to paper, I’d lean back and stare, erase and tweak and sketch and shade, and then move to my laptop and make those into concrete plans. Everything would need to be approved by Anna and her coworker, as well as Millie, but I knew that what I'd come up with so far would be perfect.

That wasn't narcissism, I just had a feeling deep in my gut that every line and edge and joint of what I'd build would work for that house.

And only once, a miracle considering how often I’d picked up my phone and thought about texting her, I sent Anna a few pictures of what I had so far, just to open the lines of communication. A test to see how well I could actually pull off this friend thing.

Me: Thoughts? [IMG ATTACHED]

I’d sent that one and cringed, because clearly, I did still have the conversation skills of a rock.

Anna: TRISTAN! For the dining chairs? Those are GORGEOUS. The back matches the archway into the kitchen perfectly.

Anna: Will I be overstepping completely if I ask to see the sketches of the captain’s chairs, too?

Me: You’re the boss, aren’t you? [IMG ATTACHED]

Anna: Ha. Yeah, I guess. But that feels weird. We’re working together, you’re not working FOR me.

Anna: And GAH, that’s so pretty I could cry. I can’t imagine being able to build something like that from scratch. You are *very* talented, I hope you know that.

Me: I enjoy the work. Thanks for giving me the opportunity.

Ladies and gentleman, Exhibit A of why I was still single. My texting skills weren’t much better than my speaking ability. It didn’t seem to bother her though, so I decided not to be so hard on myself. If anything, this new layer to my relationship with Anna was allowing me some much-needed practice in normal Tristan, not tortured, brooding Tristan.

And it felt good.

Coupled with the fact that I’d allowed my friends to get me out of the house after so many days of work, I felt like maybe I could handle this new reality better than I anticipated.

“Earth to Tristan," Cole called from the kitchen.

I rubbed my forehead and stood from the couch.

"Another beer?" he asked when I joined them around the island. Cole's wife Julia had baked us some wicked looking cookies before she took their foster son to hang out with Brooke, who was her younger sister, and the twins.

I shook my head, but snagged a cookie. "No, thanks. Just water for me tonight."

If I decided to sketch more when I got home, I wanted a clear head.

"Boo," Garrett said, chucking a wadded-up napkin at me. "What's your problem? You should be the happiest guy in the greater Denver area for the foreseeable future."

Every muscle in my body tensed as a weighted silence fell over the room. Dylan and Michael glanced at me in tandem, Cole shot a look at Garrett, who ignored it and kept staring at me.

Of course, they all knew. They'd probably all discussed it too. That was the problem with a group of friends like the one I had. We'd known each other for years, been friends since before anyone of us had a significant other to share a roof with. Now, I was the only single one, which surprised no one.

The only surprise situation was Anna's newly minted relationship status, and the fact that we'd never discussed this out loud.

Not once.

They all knew how I felt about her. And while it had been hinted, heavily referenced and slipped into random subtext of various conversations over the years, we'd never had an honest conversation about what I felt for Anna. The weight of that pressed over me like hot bricks, and I wanted nothing more than to shove them to the side, as far away from me as possible.

The lightness I’d felt just before Garrett opened his mouth was gone, well and truly out of the building. All because I thought we’d continue with the status quo; my feelings for Anna remaining firmly out of the spotlight until she was able to move past what happened with Marcus.

Michael met my eyes briefly before I leveled Garrett with a long look and even response. "I'm always happy."

Dylan snickered and Cole choked on his beer.

"You know what I mean," Garrett said. My look did nothing to him, because he met it without blinking. Son of a bitch, this was really going to happen. I could see it in his stupid, beady eyes that he wasn't going to let this drop. "I mean you should be happy because my sister is no longer married."

I slicked my tongue over my teeth and just stared at him. Because what did he expect me to say?

"Don't pretend like you don't know," he continued. Speaking of not pretending, Dylan and Cole didn't even pretend like they weren't dying to hear what was going to come next, bouncing their eyes between me and Garrett like someone was about to throw a punch. "She told me that you actually knew before I did."

"Oh shiiiit," Dylan said under his breath.

I rolled my eyes. It was a casual movement that belied that violent beat of satisfaction that she mentioned it to Garrett, that I knew first. That I noticed first.

"Not that I need to defend that," I said dryly, "but we were meeting at her office and I happened to notice that she wasn't wearing her ring."

"Did you do a victory dance before asking her about it?" Garrett asked.

"No."

"Fist-pump? High-five yourself?"

"No."

"Not even a little Oh hell yes, now is my shot, all you shitheads who thought I was hopeless?"

I exhaled. "No."

That came later when I left the office and realized I'd made it through the conversation with her without passing out or crying tears of relief. But Garrett the asshole didn't need to know that. I loved Garrett, truly, but he annoyed the hell out of me sometimes.

Michael was shaking his head, and even though Cole had a slight smile on his face, no one was laughing. I guess I could be thankful for small favors, because this was something that I couldn't handle being a joke to them, fodder to make themselves grateful for how uncomplicated and happy their lives were.

"Dude," Garrett laughed incredulously. "She left him. And you're sitting here acting like nothing is different. Like we're just drinking beer on a regular weekend."

"We are." My eyes held a warning though, one he clearly wanted to ignore. “Because I don’t need your input on this.”

"You guys are working together. Don't tell me that there won't be some romantic late-night design sessions or whatever. You'll be bonded forever over oak dining tables and circular saws and ... I don't know," he sputtered, "tile designs or whatever."

"Garrett," I warned. “I’m already handling it.”

"Plus," Dylan interjected, "circular saws are not romantic. At all."

My eyes closed and I pinched the bridge of my nose. I heard Michael exhale slowly.

"As much as I hate admitting this with any sort of regularity, but Garrett's right," Cole said. My eyes stayed closed. "Working together is a great opportunity. Especially since your jobs mesh so well. It's a perfect way for her to see how good you could be for her."

My chin dropped to my chest and I rolled my neck. Before I looked up again, I counted out two deep breaths in, two deep breaths out. They’re just trying to help, I reminded myself. It wasn’t their fault that talking this stuff out when I didn’t feel ready made me feel cornered. Inexplicably defensive because I couldn’t label my emotions neatly, put them in clean boxes for dissection and discussion.

They wanted a box labeled Tristan and Anna: What’s he going to do now? And I wasn’t ready to open it up for them just yet.

Garrett sounded like a revival preacher, even mimicking the hand motions of a man who felt like immortal souls were in peril of ending up in the fiery pits and he alone could save them.

“You could ask her out to lunch!” He drummed his hands on the counter like he’d just saved one person. “Make up a wood emergency. And then, bam, be like, are you in need of a good man who won’t do you wrong? You’re lookin’ at him.”

Cole shook his head and Dylan shoved at Garrett a little. I kept breathing. In and out. In and out.

“Ignore him,” Cole said. “That’s a terrible idea.”

“I’m well aware,” I answered evenly. “I really don’t need any of these ideas since I already have my own.”

But it was like I hadn’t even spoken.

"Garrett might be a terrible planner, but he’s right, timing is everything," Dylan added. "Look at the four of us. If the timing was off for any of us, we probably wouldn't have ended up where we are now. The timing of this can't be anything other than fate, man."

He sounded so excited. So hopeful. All the things that I'd felt at some point when I obsessed over every facet of my situation. But with every word out of their mouths, I felt the walls close in around me. More than anything, I didn't want a replay of what I'd spewed to Michael in the wood shop. It hurt to let all of that out after bottling it for so many years, even if it had been a necessary purging, a relief after all was said and done.

“I know all of that,” I said, but oh man, they were on a roll now.

"Timing, yes!" Garrett said way too loudly. "Look at the timing, man!"

"That's enough," Michael snapped.

My head snapped up right as mouth one, two and then three dropped open.

"Dude," Garrett laughed uncomfortably. "Chill."

"You need to back the hell off of him and maybe I will."

I shifted where I stood, trying to put a name to the foreign feeling that slid through me, warm and quick. It wasn't shock, because I'd seen Michael mad before. I'd seen him sad and stressed and hurt, my normally happy-go-lucky, make-everyone-laugh brother. You couldn't go through what we did as kids and not see those things in each other.

No, what I was feeling was something close to awe.

Because what I'd never seen from my little brother was him protecting me.

Cole had the decency to look chagrined. "We're just trying to help."

"You're not though," Michael bit out. "You're pushing because you think you know what he should do. None of us know that. Because none of us—no matter what the hell we went through with Kat and Rory and Julia and Brooke to end up with them—have any fucking clue how Tristan feels right now."

Garrett raised his hands, but I saw the defensiveness in his gesture. "Need I remind you that Anna is my sister? I'm not talking about a stranger here."

"Yeah," Michael said. "Your sister. It's different. And Cole, yeah you waited a long time to be with Julia again, but she was your wife before. You waited for all those years knowing what it was like to have her love you back. None of us know what it feels like for him right now, and unless you do, I suggest you back off and let him deal with this the way he thinks is best."

I cleared my throat in the awkward pulse of silence when I was sure my voice would work right. Because for a few minutes, it felt like I was trying to swallow a ball of cat hair or something.

"It's okay, Michael," I said when they all looked over at me. But I didn't look anywhere but my little brother. I dipped my chin and he nodded slowly. Baton officially passed, in brother terms. "Look, I'm not going to justify my action or non-action, as you may view it. Mainly because I don't have to. You guys know me well enough to know that I'd never do anything to hurt Anna, and that includes pushing her too far, too fast."

Garrett looked away and sighed. Dylan turned his beer bottle on the counter, while Cole rubbed the back of his neck.

"I appreciate the fact that you're excited for me," I continued in their silence. "I know that you only want me to be happy, especially if it ends up being with..." The cat hair was back in my throat and I willed it away. "With her."

"I'm sorry, man," Garrett said. His face held a slight flush of embarrassment.

"It's okay." I looked at each of them. "My situation is different. Which is why I'd appreciate it if you could just respect the fact that I know what I'm doing."

Garrett rubbed at his jaw and regarded me for a while. “Can I ask what that is? You know I’m on your side, right?”

Did I want to lay out my plan? Their faces held varying degrees of curiosity, but every one of them was supportive. They wanted this to work out for me, which is why I braced my hands on the counter and took a deep breath.

“I’m going to be her friend. It’s not a role I’ve ever allowed myself before, because it was too hard. Anna deserves the opportunity to work through this big thing that happened to her, and if the time it takes her to do that is time that we can spend getting to know each other in a new way, then I want to be there for her.”

Cole lifted his eyebrows. “I give you credit, Tristan. That takes a level of patience not many guys have.”

“Maybe that’s true,” I said. “But it feels right. Feels healthy, for her and me. I haven’t waited this long just to screw it up by pushing her too fast.”

Garrett narrowed his eyes, finally cracking a smile when no one spoke. “I approve of this plan.”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh goody. Now I can move forward with it.”

After a low roll of laughter, Michael clapped his hands. "Excellent. The mute has spoken his piece, used more words than we usually hear out from him in a month, I officially became the group asshole for once, and now we're ready for a subject change." He looked around expectantly. "Preferably something happy."

After taking a deep breath, Dylan raised his hand. "I proposed to Kat last night and she said yes."

For a beat, none of us did anything, but then we all moved at once. Thumping him on the back, cracking open beers, shoving each other like idiots, because Kat and Dylan had been living together for a couple years, and he'd been biding his sweet-ass time before popping the question when he knew she was ready for it.

If anyone could understand the value of being patient, waiting for the right time, it would be Dylan. He knew Kat had been through a lot as a kid, and just wasn’t quite ready for the next step, even though he was. And he’d respected that time.

"I'm happy for you," I told him, after a bruising hug.

He smiled. "Thanks. I thought I was going to puke when I got down on my knee, especially when the first thing she said was, ‘Oh shit, are you having a heart attack?’"

Everyone laughed, because that sounded like something Kat would do when faced with a marriage proposal. For the first time all evening, I felt a weight lifted off me. Maybe because the attention was off me, and onto something that we'd been looking forward to for a long time.

Maybe because I knew that the first real conversation about me and Anna was off the table. Finally.

And even though I knew they supported me, supported my decision, I also wasn’t stupid enough to think that my plan didn’t come with some built-in challenges.

Being Anna’s friend would be difficult, have an entirely different set of challenges inherent in that role, but in my gut, I knew it was the right thing to do.

More than that, I was excited—not a word I applied to myself often—to get to know her like this. Form new memories with this person I’d loved for so long, in a framework that allowed me to cherish them without the heavy chains of self-loathing that always accompanied them before.

It was an entire new reality, and one I was looking forward to exploring.


Chapter Thirteen


Anna



There was something tricky about hope that no one ever told you. It was an elusive, slippery little bitch. It popped in and out on some unknown whim, and when it was gone, best have some wine on hand, girlfriend. I managed to keep hope around me pretty well after falling apart to my mom. We became tentative friends; hope and I did.

And really, I should have known that it was only a matter of time before she flew the coop, even briefly. Why?

Because Emily Dickinson told us that hope was a bird.

What did birds have? Wings.

Wings to fly away whenever the hell they felt like it.

And here's the other thing ... you couldn't put on a fake tough front and pray that it brought hope back. You couldn't sit there and say with all your inner gangster, Oh, I'll force you back to my side. Oh no. Hope did whatever it pleased, whenever it pleased.

Which was why I found myself sitting in the front seat of my car in the King Sooper parking lot, crying ugly snot tears into a pint of Half Baked. I hadn't even made it home before seeking the unequaled solace of Ben & Jerry's, for crying out loud.

It seemed impossible that only a few days earlier, I'd stood outside Millie's and felt the warm sweep of hope before Tristan and I grabbed lunch. A nice, easy, fun lunch, one where I felt like my new normal was something that I could finally feel excited about.

That triggered a fresh wave of tears, and when I caught my reflection in the rear-view mirror, I dropped my head back on the head rest and groaned. My mascara was more on my cheeks than on my eyelashes, dirty track marks that I tried to rub off with the heel of my hand, but they only smeared more.

"Pull yourself together, Anna," I whispered, and dug through my console for some tissues. I found some, and poured water from my bottle to attempt to fix my macabre makeup disaster. After a few swipes, I looked like a less scary version of myself and took a deep breath.

The ice cream was capped and put back into the bag on the passenger seat floor. But I kept my car off while I took a deep breath and stared out into the bustling parking lot. I'd parked far enough away from the store, that no one seemed to witness my little breakdown.

The impetus of that breakdown left the store while I watched like a creeper, and I fought against the blurry layer of tears that sprang up again. It was nothing that I hadn't seen a thousand times in the last eight years. Just a family. A young family, with a chubby baby perched in the front of the cart, a smiling husband who pushed the cart for his pregnant wife. They'd passed me in the ice cream aisle, and something about them made me stop. Made me stare.

I should've felt hope when I did. And I waited for it in that moment, cold air blasting me from the door that I held open. But it wasn't there. It didn't come in the way I'd been so sure it would.

You can have that now, was the thought I expected in its wake. You can finally have all of that, Anna.

But that wasn't what I felt. It wasn't what I thought.

I hate you, Marcus. It was like a wrecking ball into my brain, unlike the soothing, slow climb of hope that I so desperately wanted. The second blow was worse, it hurt more, because I still hadn't figured out how to move past it.

I hate myself for staying so long, was what came next.

That one was even more damaging.

Over the years, I'd tried to bring up starting a family. Less as the calendar passed, because it was perfectly obvious that it wouldn't fix anything for us. It only would've made things worse. But that didn't stop me from wanting it. And now all I could think, watching that smiling, sweet family load up into their practical SUV, was What if it's too late for me? What if it takes me years to find the man who will warm all these cold corners inside of me and we're finally ready to try? What if it doesn't happen?

The tears fell again, fast and hot, and I took a few deep breaths before starting my car and driving back to my mom's house. This situation, whatever healing or grieving or processing I needed to do, was like being strapped into a roller coaster blindfolded. I just needed to trust that I wouldn't fall out before I reached the end. And pray that hope would return, fly its way back sooner rather than later.

Hope that out there was a man who’d smile at me in the way he smiled. Who’d push a baby in a shopping cart and lay his hand on my back before he started unloading the groceries. Who’d kiss me full on the mouth in a crowded parking lot, simply because he wanted to.

That any of those things could be mine someday.
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It took seven more days before I felt it again. Five long days of work to distract me, ice cream as my healthier attempt at coping (versus my solid second choice of alcohol, so I was counting that in the good life choice category), and two days of happy chick flicks with my mom on the weekend before I crawled back into my twin bed and started all over again the next day.

"You look nice today," Corryn said as she dropped some files off on my desk.

"This ol' thing?"

She cackled when I did a little spin in place, my black velvet heels squeaking slightly on the floor as I did. The sleekly cut olive green dress with cap sleeves and a little black bow at the waist was my go-to for big client meetings, and Tristan would be at the office shortly to show me and Millie his designs.

Throughout the week, I'd gotten some PDFs via email, along with his texts with random pictures attached and I loved what he'd sent, but the thought of seeing everything laid out together had hummingbirds flitting through my belly.

Corryn eyed my hair, which was straightened and down my back. "Did you know that if I looked hard enough, I could probably make out my own reflection in your hair?"

I rolled my eyes. “You’ve been using that joke for four years now, and man, it just keeps getting funnier.”

"No, really." She leaned in. "Hold still, I need to check my eyeliner. The last time Millie was here, she told me I looked like a hooker with that cat-eye thing I was trying." With two hands, she tilted my head toward the light. “Seriously, I think I can see myself if you face the lamp.”

I laughed and shoved at her shoulder when she really tried. "Blame my excellent genes."

"Actually, I'm pretty sure you must have sacrificed a baby goat somewhere along the way to get hair that shiny. I kinda hate you for it." She patted her dark brown hair that was always slightly frizzy, no matter the weather. "But I did go on a date last night with a guy who told me he loved how much personality my hair had."

"That's sweet."

She snorted. “You would think so. But your judgement can’t be trusted, since you went lots’o’years without a single compliment on all that annoying gorgeousness, so a man could probably wink and slap your ass and you’d think he was sweet.”

While I thought about that, I tilted my head. “Not the biggest fan of sexual harassment, so probably not. It sounds so genuine though. I like genuine. And kind. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

Something lit in her eyes, and she shooed me aside so that she could take my desk chair. "You know, it's time you went on a date, missy."

"You think so, huh?" I said dismissively, picking up all of my notebooks for Millie and making sure they were in order. It wasn't the first time she’d brought this up since I told her about leaving Marcus.

She spun in the chair and faced me, her legs crossed primly and her hands folded over her knees. "It's time."

I raised an eyebrow. "It's only been a few weeks."

"And there's some handbook out there that says when you're allowed to let someone take you out for a casual dinner? I don't think so. You're on Anna's timeline. No one else's."

"Corryn," I sighed. I loved her, but her nosiness was something I needed divine protection from sometimes.

She pointed a finger at me. "No, don't give me that. Mentally, you were checked out of that relationship the month after your dad died, and don't you dare lie to me and say that you weren't. That was, what? A year and a half? Two years ago? Packing your bags and walking out, filing the papers and getting the process started was a mere formality."

I rubbed my forehead and stared out my office window. People walked down the sidewalk, some on their phones, some talking and laughing and smiling, living their lives.

"I don't want..." I glanced at her nervously, because after so many years of marriage, even to Marcus, I hadn't had conversations like this with anyone. "I don't want hookups, Corryn. Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” I rushed to say. I didn’t want her to think I was judging her, because I wasn’t. I worried my fingers together in front of me. “I’m just … you know that’s not me. I'm not ready for ... that."

Corryn didn't even blink. "Bumble."

"Come again?"

She swiped my phone from the desk and typed in the password that I'd regrettably given her one week when I was sick. "You need Bumble. It's like the classier version of Tindr, and women are totally in control of the communication."

"How do you mean?" I crossed my arms at her smug grin. "I'm clueless about all of this stuff, okay?"

Narrowing her eyes at the screen, her thumbs flew as she typed. "How tall are you?"

"Five-four. Wait, are you signing me up right now?"

"Mm-hmm. I'm using your Facebook profile picture because you look smokin'."

I placed a hand on my belly, trying to tame the riot of flutters. "Hang on, Corryn, I don't know if I'm ready for this."

Finally, she looked up at me. "Then don't swipe right or initiate communication. If you want to? Great. He has twenty-four hours to respond before the match disappears."

"Really?"

"Really." She waved me over, and I took a deep breath before I stood behind the chair and looked over her shoulder. She tapped a button and showed me the profile she'd just created. "Anna, you're ready. Look me in the eye right now and tell me that you wouldn't mind wearing this pretty green dress that makes your ass look phenomenal and letting a hot marketing consultant take you out for dinner. Just to feel what it's like to ... I don't know, have the possibility of something good. Someone good. Even if it's only dinner."

The screen swam in front of my eyes as I actually gave her question some weight, let it roll through my head and seep down into my heart. Was I ready for that? Something that would strictly be for the purposes of dipping my toes back into that world?

It had been years—my sophomore year of college, if I thought about it—since I'd gotten ready for a first date. Those possibilities were exciting. When you agonized over what to wear and your makeup and hair and you analyzed where he was taking you or what he'd planned.

Maybe he held the door of your car open, and you knew right away he'd be a gentleman, or you came back to your roommates with a giggle-worthy horror story of what stories he wouldn't shut up about. But the possibilities were always there.

It was hope.

And that was something I desperately wanted to keep by my side. Not in a faked, forced way. But leaving the door open for something more, should the situation present itself. That was something I felt ready to do.

I found myself nodding. "I wouldn't mind."

Corryn slapped the surface of my desk and I jumped. "That's what I'm talkin’ about. Okay, now let me show you how you search for connections around you." She snickered under her breath. "Maybe the hot carpenter is on here. I'd swipe right so hard."

My head twisted in her direction. "Tristan?"

"Who else would I mean?"

"Mean for what?" His voice came from my office door and both Corryn and I jumped. I snatched my phone out of her hands like he could see it somehow. Not that it mattered. I wasn't doing anything wrong.

Corryn was more relaxed than me, and she gave him a friendly smile. Correction, it was flirty. I elbowed her.

Tristan's eyes moved back and forth between us, like he could see my embarrassment. He was dressed up—for him at least—his hair pulled back more neatly than usual, his facial hair trimmed close to the hard line of his jaw, and for the first time, I noticed that his eyes were the exact color of mahogany.

What a weird thing to notice.

"I just signed Anna up for Bumble. She's trying not to have a panic attack about it," Corryn said like she was discussing the weather.

His brow pulled in as he processed what she was saying. Then he glanced quickly at me. "I don't ... I don't know what that is."

Corryn sighed heavily, and I barely held myself back from elbowing her again. "Of course you don't."

“I’m sure Tristan doesn’t care what Bumble is.”

Why did I feel so defensive about it? Corryn was giving me a strange look, and Tristan just looked, well, downright uncomfortable.

“It’s not that I don’t care what it is,” he said slowly. “I’m just pretty clueless about most social media stuff, as you know.”

I smiled at that, thinking of our conversation at lunch. “I remember.”

He was starting to smile back and I found myself holding my breath.

"It's a dating app," Corryn said, because she hated me and wanted to see me embarrassed as thoroughly as possible.

His entire body stilled before he turned his chin in her direction. "Oh. Okay."

There was no burgeoning smile on his face anymore, and I felt a flush of embarrassment heat my face for no apparent reason.

"Not a trashy one," I found myself interjecting. Then I shifted my shoulders. I didn't need to justify this. All I'd done was sign up, for crying out loud. "And I don't have to swipe right if I don't want to."

Corryn coughed behind her hand and I wanted the floor to jump up and swallow me whole.

Tristan blinked twice before meeting my eyes, and his broad chest expanded on a deep breath. Then another. It was like he had this ability to visually reset, right in front of my eyes. I’d seen him do it before.

It’s a classier version of Tinder, I wanted to yell, but that probably wouldn’t mean anything more to him than the word Bumble had. To this man who apparently didn’t do casual, who didn’t have social media because he wanted his life experiences to mean more than likes and comments and virtual reactions from strangers.

“Is Millie here yet?” I managed, weirdly desperate to change the subject from my non-existent, not-yet-started hypothetical dating life.

Tristan held my eyes before he shook his head. It was that look in his eyes, a touch of understanding, like he knew I was embarrassed and he wasn’t judging me for it that made me relax incrementally.

He answered quietly. "Not yet. If you'll just tell me where we're meeting, I'll get all my stuff ready."

"Oh, umm, right in the main work room," I said.

He nodded and left the doorway. Corryn clicked her tongue. "Doesn't know what Bumble is. Now that's a damn shame."

"Corryn."

"What? Look at his ass. Don't tell me you haven't noticed."

"It's entirely beside the point whether I have or not," I muttered, carefully stacking my files together and then picking them up.

Corryn snickered and walked out in front of me. Tristan was staring down at his designs that were spread out on the white work tables, his hands propped on his hips. I did the same thing before a client came in to see renderings for the first time.

What would they see?

Was my vision for them clear?

Did it match the vision they had for themselves?

Tristan was so engrossed in staring at what was on the table, he startled when I came up next to him. I picked up a 3-D rendering of the coffee table and matching end tables and smiled widely.

"These are perfect, Tristan." My finger traced the herringbone pattern that was inlaid in the top of the square table. "I love that."

"Yeah?"

I glanced at him, and his face was so close that I couldn't ignore what I'd noticed earlier. Definitely mahogany. That was it. Warm tones streaked through the iris, almost yellow around the edges in some places. But so deeply brown in others. He'd laugh if I told him, so I looked back at the papers.

"Yeah. I think Millie will too." Taking a deep breath, I risked nudging him slightly with my shoulder. He didn't back away, so I smiled a bit. "But even if she doesn’t, they get my vote."

He was about to say something when the door opened, and Millie's booming voice filled the space.

"Ready to wow me, Anna?" Her silver hair was sharply cut, so was her red dress suit. The wrinkles next to her gray eyes were practically nonexistent, and I lifted my chin confidently even though she still managed to intimidate the hell out of me most days.

"We are." I gestured next to me. "This is Tristan Whitfield. He's doing all the custom woodwork."

He held his hand out. "Pleasure to meet you."

Her eyes were shrewd as she assessed him, but she took his hand. "Your hair is too long."

"My mother has mentioned that to me a time or two," he replied without missing a beat.

Millie barked a laugh. "Excellent. Show me what you've got."

Just like that, my hope was back. And I planned on holding on to that slippery little a-hole with two hands.


Chapter Fourteen


Tristan



“This isn't crazy. I would've invited any of my friends to come see this."

Michael pursed his lips, and I slugged him in the shoulder. Hard.

"Ouch." He rubbed at the spot. "What did your text say? Come check out my burnt wood? I bet she was swooning."

My teeth clenched, and I pointed to the door of my shop. "Out."

He was laughing as he left, and I almost cracked my phone screen when I glanced at our text exchange for the fifteenth time in the last two hours.

Me: I'm going to do some practice runs of the Shou Shugi-Ban if you're interested. Maybe around 4?

Anna: Yes! That would be incredible, thanks! See you then. Text me the address?

I rolled my shoulders and tucked my phone away. Again. It was friendly. We were working together. She was excited about my offer. There was nothing wrong with the fact that I'd done it. So what if I didn't need to do a practice run. I picked up a small sanding block and went to work on a spindle for something in my mom's kitchen.

The fact that it had been a week since I'd seen Anna had nothing to do with it. Or the fact that she'd signed up for some stupid, stupid dating app. I didn't realize how hard I was sanding until the spindle snapped completely in half.

"Shit," I whispered, and turned the crank on the vice that was holding it in place. I tossed the pieces into the trash and tried not to feel like an idiot. That was a pointless endeavor though.

I missed her and wanted to see her.

It was a bizarre sensation, to miss someone that I’d spent so many years away from. Not just away from, but purposely adding separation between us. But now I had the ability to pick up my phone and text with her, not that I’d taken advantage of that in the way I should have. So far I hadn’t gone beyond work stuff, but that work stuff was giving me more time with her today, so I couldn’t be too hard on myself.

Which is why I was dusting off the blow torch to burn some wood. A very friendly reason to see her. But before any pyrotechnics happened, real or imagined, I needed to get a grip. I cranked up the music on my speaker system and grabbed my notebook. No power tools for me until I felt like I didn't resemble a snarling beast in anticipation of her arrival.

If I allowed myself to think back to the second time I saw her, this was exactly how I felt. Like an animal who prowls next to its confines, knowing that a meal is right around the corner. Maybe that wasn’t the best analogy for either me or Anna, but it felt appropriate, both then and now.

I’d thought about her often after the first time we met. The way she spoke. The way she paid attention to what I was saying, not just biding her time until she could hear the sound of her own voice again, as so many people did when they talked to someone for the first time. The way she smiled and laughed so easily, but never at my expense when I stumbled slightly over what I was trying to say, and always in a way that was completely and utterly genuine.

Which is why I approached her that second night, when I normally would’ve hung back a bit to observe how she acted.

Her smile was wide and teasing, when I hadn’t said a word yet. For a moment, we stood shoulder to shoulder in Garrett’s kitchen, her sipping her wine and me doing the same from my beer.

“You changed your stance on pillows yet?” she’d said, not looking at me.

“Not on the ugly ones.”

And she’d tilted her head back to laugh, even though I hadn’t been trying to be funny.

“It’s a lucky thing that you have such good taste in your friends. You’d be a lost cause otherwise, Mr. Whitfield.”

I remember turning toward her, fighting the smile on my face, and being struck dumb at the sight of her. Lost cause, indeed.

In that beat of time, I remember feeling a vivid spark of interest that she knew my last name, when I hadn’t given it to her the week before. It was the first time I remember feeling like I was experiencing something special, something that I’d never felt before. A swell of interest so overwhelming that I felt like I needed to brace myself against the counter.

I wasn’t someone who believed in love at first sight. And that wasn’t what happened with Anna. But the next time I saw her, bringing with it the realization that she belonged to someone else made me realize what that staggering sensation had been during each moment with her; the unerring knowledge that she fit, in a way that no one ever had before. And hadn’t since.

Thankfully the music was low enough that I didn't miss the knock on the door. Before I jumped from my seat to let her in, I closed my eyes to reset, to pull myself from that memory and into the present. And until I opened the door, I thought I was doing okay. But at the way she was smiling at me, I promptly lost my heart all over again, right out onto the cold Colorado dirt.

"Hi! I brought my own safety glasses."

She held up a pair and I swallowed roughly. On her head was a slouchy winter hat in pure white, which matched her sweater. Over her dark jeans were sturdy work boots.

I held the door open. "Come on in."

Her eyes took everything in excitedly. "Oh wow, this is so amazing, Tristan. It's bigger than I thought it would be."

The fact that I didn't trip over my feet was a veritable miracle. "Yeah. I spend a lot of time here. Michael calls it my fortress of solitude."

She laughed. "I can see that. You do like your alone time, don't you?"

Great. Good. Remind her that you're not a people person, Tristan. Because that's a solid strategy when you're alone with the woman who makes it hard for you to breathe normally when she smiles at you.

"Every once in a while," I found myself saying. Inexplicably. Because I liked being away from people about ninety-seven percent of my day. But she was flipping through a few pages of my sketchbook and didn't seem to realize that I just lied through my teeth.

"Just every once in a while?" she asked without looking at me.

I pinched my eyes shut and let out a short puff of air. "Maybe a bit more than that."

"I'm teasing." She stopped on a landscape sketch mixed in with my furniture renderings and she picked up the book for a closer look. When I took a step forward, she must have realized what she was doing, because she quickly handed it over to me. "Oh my gosh, I'm sorry. I had no right to nose through that."

"'Sokay," I mumbled and tucked the book under my arm.

She gave me a shy smile. "That was beautiful. Do you do a lot of landscapes?"

"I've got a few." Hundred.

Mentally, I made a note to make sure that any notebooks at home that may or may not include sketches of her be locked away somewhere. Thankfully, I only had a handful of those. It was too hard to spend time sketching the cupid’s bow on the top of her lips or the curve of her cheekbone without wondering what they would feel like under my fingertips, under my mouth.

Anna caught sight of the propane torch leaning against the wall and her eyes widened. "That's what I'm talkin' about. You use that? Can I? Please?"

I smothered a laugh at how excited she seemed. "I don't see why not. We'll have to do it out in the yard though. I hope you brought a coat."

"Yeah, it's out in the car." A trilling sound came from her pocket, and she dug out her cell with an apologetic look. "Sorry. It's Corryn."

I turned slightly to give her some privacy, but she declined the call. "You can take it if you want."

She waved a hand. "Nah. She's just bugging me about something."

Behind me, something caught her attention and she rushed forward with an awe-filled expression on her face.

Then she looked at me with wide eyes. “Tristan.”

“What?”

Her finger pointed at the bench I was working on for another project. “What? Are you serious with this? Did you do these engravings?”

I cleared my throat. “Yeah.”

“Get outta here.” She nudged me with her shoulder and ran her hands over the seat. “This is ridiculous. You should have your own retail store or something.”

“That sounds awful,” I said immediately.

She froze, and so did I. Her lips twitched, and my face flooded with heat. After a couple seconds, she lost the battle, and peals of laughter left her mouth.

“Yeah, having to deal with retail customers might not be your favorite thing in the world, huh?”

I lifted an eyebrow and she held her stomach, she was laughing so hard.

“Glad that image is so funny to you,” I told her, but I couldn’t help but love her reaction. She had this uncanny way of laughing without ever making me feel she was laughing at me, even though she kind of was.

She straightened and wiped a hand under her eyes. “I’m sorry. You’re just so earnest about it. I love it.”

With that bomb dropped, she turned and started inspecting the bench again, like my heart wasn’t shooting up my throat at her using ‘love’ in any way, regarding me.

She moved on to a couple chairs and stood back to study them. Watching her look at my work, and knowing what I did from her office, I was already getting a good sense of what she liked.

Slowly, she looked at every single piece I had in the shop, pointing out what she loved and oohing and ahhing over almost everything.

Michael could shove it, making fun of my reason for inviting her over here to watch me burn wood. I knew what worked.

When she got to the last piece, she sighed. “Well, I’ve nosed around everything. You probably want to get started, huh?”

Not really.

I nodded. “Sure. I’ve got the planks right behind you.”

Without me needing to ask for her help, Anna picked up the ends of the two long cedar planks that I had lining the floor. I grabbed my flamethrower with my free hand, the other ends of the plank with my other, and we walked outside. While she grabbed her coat from her car, I got some fireproof white gloves for both of us.

"Have you ever done this before?"

I burned four boards earlier when I knew she was coming. "You don't trust me?"

Nice evasion, asshole. Anna smiled but didn't say anything. While I laid the boards side by side, I thought about something she said before we came out. I could do this. Be her friend. Ask things that a friend would ask. No sweat.

"You said Corryn is bugging you about something?"

Anna dipped her head, but I saw a flush climb her cheeks anyway. "That stupid dating app she signed me up for."

Honestly, I just hoped my mouth could open wide enough to shove my work boot in there, because it was not often that I experienced moments where I said too much. This was officially at the top of my list.

"Right," I said, and I grimaced when I realized my voice sounded like I was choking on barbed wire. I cleared my throat. "Bumblebee or something?"

Anna laughed. "Bumble." She gave me a sidelong look. "Do you really want to hear about this?"

Nope. Not in a thousand years for a million dollars.

"Of course."

Slowly, she pulled the white gloves over her thin, graceful fingers. I'd always loved watching her hands, and now that I'd seen her work, it was even worse. If I gave her my flamethrower, and she knew what to do with it right away, I might actually lose control of my body.

I crouched and lined up the boards so they were flush against each other, resting on top of two metal rails to keep them off the ground. It was a good thing I wasn't facing her too, because the next thing she said made me want to throw up.

"I went out with someone last night. That's why Corryn is bugging me."

Even though the boards were perfect, I fidgeted with them some more, ignoring the yawning pit in my stomach at how nervous she sounded. I closed my eyes for a moment and centered every scattered, painful thought in my head.

"How..." I cleared my throat. "How did it go?"

It took every ounce of control that I possessed over my own body to be able to stand and face her. What if that's why she was smiling? Because it was good.

Being her friend was undoubtedly the stupidest idea I'd ever had.

"It was," she paused and laughed under breath and I wanted to die before she finished that sentence, "it was so awful that it's not even funny."

Was I smiling? No. Okay, good. Excellent. "That ... sucks. I'm sorry."

"Oh, it's fine. It was kind of a relief to have it be so bad."

Feeling far more confident in my ability to light a torch and wield fire, I turned the valve on the tank and held my igniter in front of the end of the torch and clicked the pin. The hiss of propane lit and I turned the tank down a bit.

The noise wasn't so loud that we couldn't converse, and I felt such a roaring euphoria in my veins, that I needed to burn something just to give me an outlet. For a minute, she watched with unconcealed fascination at the blooming black finish that spread across the boards as I walked with even steps next to the boards, moving the torch at a steady pace.

"You only need to burn about the top eighth of an inch of the board," I told her and she nodded. "It won't take much more than ten minutes to burn all four of these. We can wrap the ceiling beams pretty easily."

"I love it," she gushed.

"Why was the date so bad?" I asked before I lost the courage. Flamethrower in my hands made me pretty damn chatty, I guess.

She sighed. "Well, he was about ten years older than his picture, and I'm pretty sure he rolled out of bed wearing his clothes from the day before. I figured I could at least grab a drink to be polite. But, oh no, I was 'worth more than just a drink', so he insisted—with much arm touching—that we split an entree. In the time it took to pick at half a mediocre burger, I learned about why he and his ex-wife got divorced and how awful their sex life was." She smiled down at the boards, and I felt an irrational pang that it wasn't directed at me. "The two hugs he managed to get from me after he insisted he walk me to my car wasn’t even the worst part."

My hands tightened on the torch. "What was?"

She shook her head. "When he messaged me this morning about how excited he was to see me again, I politely told him that it was nice to meet him, but I didn't think I was ready to take things any further." Finally, Anna glanced up at me, and her eyes were lit with humor, which did little to soothe the snarling beast that was raging in my head. "He sent me his address so that I could mail him twenty bucks.”

"What?" I barked, almost dropping the torch in the process.

"Yup. Apparently, if he'd known that I was only looking for a one-night thing, he wouldn't have paid the check, so he told me to act like an adult and send him my half."

I was going to hunt him down and light him on fire.

The last board was fully blackened by now, and I—quite calmly—leaned over and turned the torch off. I picked up the bucket of water I had ready and poured it slowly over the boards. My chest was heaving, and couldn't quite manage to rein that in when I faced her again.

"That is insane," I told her quietly.

"I know, right?" She rolled her eyes. "Trust me, no more dates planned for this week."

"Good."

Anna laughed at my emphatic response. When she crouched down by the boards and pulled off her gloves, I knew the subject was closed. Which was excellent, because I didn't think my heart could take another conversation like that with her, not until I was little bit more mentally prepared for it. Sure, I’d heard Corryn say it was a dating app, but I didn’t expect her to go out with someone the next week.

“You sound like my mom.”

I always loved Anna’s mom. “She doesn’t think you should date?”

Anna shrugged. “She just worries about me. I think that’s why she’s not pushing me to move out anytime soon.” Then she smiled up at me. “Well, that and now she has someone around the house to try and help her fix things. The other day, I found myself trying to light the pilot in her fireplace and praying I didn’t blow up the entire house.”

I cut her a look. “That’s pretty difficult to do on accident.”

She nudged my leg with her shoulder where she was still crouched. “You shouldn’t underestimate my abilities. I’m sure I could still find a way.”

I didn’t answer right away, and after a moment, she glanced back up at me. My mouth curved slightly. “The next time you’re worried about explosions, you could always call. I’ve yet to blow up a house, so I’d be happy to help. Anytime.”

Her cheeks pinked at my teasing, and it made me want to beat my chest with a closed fist. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Good.”

Anna exhaled slowly, studied the boards again. "Now you clean them?" she asked.

I nodded. "After they're completely cooled off. The dust can be pretty nasty from the charcoal on top. Then they dry fully. You can leave them unfinished, but since it's interior, I'll probably use Penofin oil. That will need to be done yearly, but it's not hard."

"Tristan, this is going to be so amazing. Thank you for the idea." She stood and wobbled slightly. Without thinking, I reached out and grabbed her elbow to steady her. Her hand gripped my forearm, and I felt every single finger press into my skin like ink seeping down, down, down, black and permanent and perfect.

When she let go, I did the same, but the touch was there, simmering beneath the surface. I'd feel it all day. I'd feel it all week. And I'd hate how vividly I remembered a moment that small and insignificant.

But when it came to Anna, nothing was insignificant to me. There wasn't anything about time with her that I took for granted. And it was the saddest part of the last six years of my life, because I still wouldn't change it. Not if it led us right here, to her hand on my arm.

Again, her phone went off and she grimaced. “It’s my boss. I better grab this.”

She pressed the phone to her ear and walked away. I heard her sigh deeply. “Yeah, I can be back in twenty. No problem.”

I guess I wouldn’t see Anna wield the flamethrower today, so I shut it off completely, smiling a little when she gave it a wistful glance after disconnecting the call.

“I guess my fun will have to wait.” She smiled at me. “Thanks for inviting me, really. And for listening to my stupid dating story.”

“No problem,” I managed. She dipped her head and trotted off to her car.

As I watched her drive away, I felt that familiar anger choke me. She was single, yes. But stories like that still made me feel as helpless as I’d been when she was married. My plan was a good one, I knew it. I had faith in that. But these kinds of interactions with her would take some getting used to, to what they did to my insides, how they made my gut churn with fire.

There were men out there stupid enough to take a night with her for granted. To boil it down to dollars and cents and whether they gained something concrete out of their transaction. They didn’t realize what they had sitting across the table from them. Reducing her to nothing. Like she wasn’t even a person.

A growl made its way out of my mouth, and I realized that my hands were clenched into fists at my sides.

Someone walked out of the main shop, some stupid kid that my uncle hired the year before, and I probably hadn't traded fifteen words with him until what happened next.

"Whoo, who was that? Did someone get me a sexy little ninja for my birthday?" He whistled. "That ass."

I moved before I knew what I was doing, my hands fisted in his shirt as I slammed him against the wall of my shop.

"What the—"

His words cut off in a gurgle when I pressed my forearm against his throat. I moved so close to his face that I could feel the panicked bursts of air coming out of his nose.

"If I ever hear you talk about her like that again, you stupid little punk," I growled, "I will shove a circular saw up your ass. You got it?"

When I pressed harder, he started choking, and I vaguely heard Michael shout my name behind me. The kid's eyes were red, but he nodded and I let him go. He slumped into a heap on the cold ground, but tried to glare up at me. I took a step and he lifted his hands over his face.

"What are you doing, Tristan?" Michael yelled.

"You keep that asshole out of my way and if he so much as runs his mouth about any woman like that in my presence again, he's gone." A squeak of protest came from the ground, and I glared at him.

My brother lifted his hands and gawked down at the kid, who was rubbing his neck, but wisely saying nothing.

Michael cleared his throat. "Uhh, okay, you got it." Then to the kid, he said, “Dude, just beat it.”

The kid disappeared, Michael gave me a worried look before he did the same, and I had to take a solid thirty minutes to calm down before I could even think about leaving for the day. My reaction to the kid probably should have terrified me, it was so far out of the norm for me. But it was the easy objectification that just … pissed me the hell of. She was more than how she looked.

So much more.

And it was so much more difficult than I thought to hear her talk about another man taking her out on a date.

Today had felt like a test, and I still wasn’t positive that I’d passed. Everything that I’d mentally prepared for felt clear cut, in theory, at least.

Be Anna’s friend. Get to know this side of her.

Be there for her emotionally, for the inevitable fallout that I might witness.

Allow her to get to know me, the sides of me that I’ve always wanted her to see.

Watch for signs that she’s ready for more. For a serious relationship. The finalization of her divorce felt like a natural jumping point for those signs.

The reality I thought I was prepared for was even harder than I ever could have imagined. My course of action still felt very much like the correct one. Dates like that, even if they were awful for her, were clearly something she needed to get out of her system.

Before I even registered what I was doing, I’d pulled my phone out of my pocket and typed into the search bar, How long does it take for someone to get over a divorce.

Tristan, you are one stupid son of a bitch, I thought when the headline, in bold, explained to me that the Wall Street Journal did a study showing that it took about two years to overcome the emotional trauma of a divorce.

Before I clicked on the link, I snorted. “From two thousand thirteen. That’s not even remotely relevant anymore,” I muttered. The next headline said something about there being no timeline for grief, and I felt my eyes begin to swim as I scrolled down and down and down. More and more articles, attempting to define something that probably wasn’t definable. Not in a way that would help me out of my current situation.

With a huff, I slammed my phone down and pushed my fingers into my eye sockets. Even if it did take Anna two years to recover, it wasn’t like I was gearing up to walk away if I didn’t get a date with her in the next thirty days or something.

No, that wouldn’t happen. But just to be safe, it looked like it might be best for me to avoid Google for the foreseeable future.


Chapter Fifteen


Anna



“This is ridiculous,” I whispered, jamming my bruised knuckle into my mouth and sucking at the torn skin. “Ouchie.”

From where I stood on the step stool, which was on top of the dining room table, I looked down at the hardwood floor and it seemed a million miles away.

“Okay,” I said on a shallow, nervous breath, “just take it one step at a time.”

With each successful step that my foot landed on, taking me on step closer to the table’s surface, and then the blessed, even ground, I breathed a little bit easier. Before my mom left to have lunch with her friends, she mentioned that the ceiling fan above the dining room table was wobbling a little when she turned it on high.

Easy enough, right? I knew how to use a screwdriver. I could tighten it while she was gone, make sure I wasn’t just some mooch living under her roof but not contributing at all.

My hands were shaking slightly when I braced them on the table. So close. When my legs swung from the side and I hopped off, the bottom of my chucks squeaked on the floor.

I swept my hair from my face and glanced back up at the ceiling. “Holy shit, that was stupid.”

From where I’d left it on the table, my phone taunted me. The entire time I was up on the stool, I kept thinking about what Tristan had said about blowing up the house. How I could call him if I needed help. And my promise to myself was if I made it down from the stool alive, I’d take him up on it, given that I didn’t break any limbs or give myself a concussion in the process.

But it felt … odd. As far as I knew, Tristan had never been to my parents’ house before. Why would he? The ability to talk myself out of calling him was just at my fingertips. Most people made offers like that and didn’t really mean them. Empty words, not necessarily because they didn’t have the desire to help, but because it was likely you wouldn’t reach out to take them up on it.

Not him though. That much I already knew. The shiny black screen of my phone flashed the reflection of the sun streaming in the window when I picked it up and stared up it. They weren’t empty words to Tristan.

I didn’t think he was capable of those at all. If I searched through my memories of meeting him, so many years ago, I had the vague sense that I might have even said something to that effect. But the words were jumbled, the memory foggy.

It made far more sense to call my brother first. Make him fix the shit that was broken. After all, it was his mom’s house. Make him risk his neck to tighten that damn screw that was hiding at a weird angle.

I glared at my now-bleeding knuckle while I called Garrett. After only a few rings, it went to voicemail. My thumb tapped on the screen as it went dark.

Instead of calling Tristan, because that felt more intrusive and urgent than necessary, I tapped out a quick text and hit send.

Me: On the scale of 1 to blowing up the house, where does your offer to help fall when it comes to a wobbly ceiling fan that desperately needs tightening?

Almost immediately, there were three bouncing dots.

Tristan: Did you try and fix it yourself?

Tristan: It’s the only way I can answer accurately.

Me: Yes. I have the bloody knuckle to prove it. The screw was hiding from me.

Tristan: You turned off the breaker, right?

I found myself wincing while I answered.

Me: ummm.... no?

Tristan: An 8. Please don’t touch it again until I get there.

Me: Scout’s honor. No rush if you can’t come now.

Tristan: Nothing else going. Text me the address and I’ll head over.

I did, smiling as I set my phone down. While I waited, I threw in another load of laundry and briefly glanced at myself in the bathroom mirror, frowning when I attempted to fix the messy, high ponytail that had seemed sufficient for a Saturday putzing around the house.

When I wasn’t quite such a hot mess, I shrugged and straightened the t-shirt hanging over my black leggings.

There was a knock on the front door, and I skipped down the steps. Beyond the etched glass, I could see Tristan’s tall frame, his shoulders almost as broad as the door itself.

I was smiling as I opened it, and his mouth almost softened to match.

“That was fast,” I told him, as I motioned for him to come in.

His dark eyes took in the large entryway, the dark curving staircase leading to the bedrooms on the second floor, and I suddenly wondered what my parent’s Wash Park home felt like to him. If it felt pretentious and stuffy, too rich for his blood. How it compared to the place he grew up.

To me, it was home, but that didn’t mean I was unaware of how blessed we’d been, to have a financially stable upbringing, parents who worked incredibly hard to provide me and Garrett with a good life.

“Beautiful place,” he said, looking down at me from where I still held the door open. One eyebrow lifted slightly. “You gonna let me stay?”

I blushed and close the door. “I was planning on it.”

As he followed me into the dining room, I felt the quiet of the house more acutely than I had before he showed up. The space was smaller with him in it, and when he set a handful of tools down on the table, he sighed heavily.

“What?”

He gestured to the step stool on top of the table.

I scrunched up my nose and shrugged. “It made a lot of sense at the time.”

The look he gave me was one of patent disbelief, and for some reason, it made me laugh.

“Unbelievable,” he muttered and shook his head. At no time did I sense that he was being patronizing, or making fun of me. There was a warm easiness to being around Tristan that was slowly becoming something that buoyed my mood, even when I didn’t know it needed buoying.

With another shake of his head, he pulled the step stool off the table and set it on the floor.

“If you want to show me where the breaker box is, I’ll go find the right one.”

“No need,” I told him. “I can do that. My dad was OCD about labeling that stuff correctly.”

Before he could argue, I went out into the garage and flipped the gray metal door open, dragging my finger down the line of heavy black switches until I found the right one.

I pressed it to the off position.

“Got it,” Tristan called. “It’s off.”

When I walked back into the dining room, he was standing on the table, his long, denim clad legs spread wide and his heavy work boots braced firmly on the surface. Given his height, which had to be six three, and the table underneath him, he was eye level with the ceiling fan blades.

“My mom would have a coronary seeing your boots on the table,” I told him.

“You falling and breaking your neck seems like a good alternative to avoiding it.”

“Har har.”

His lips hooked up to one side in a half-smile and I found myself mirroring it.

“Your mom a germaphobe?”

I tilted my head and watched him wield the screwdriver deftly, no bloody knuckles in sight. “She’s not so bad, actually. But shoes are one of her things. We had to take our shoes off immediately after walking in the house, even as kids. My dad always forgot, and I remember her yelling at him about all the places he’d walked and whether he was okay with tracking it all over the place where we lived. If you wouldn’t eat your dinner off the bottom of your shoes, then you shouldn’t be bringing it into the house,” I mimicked in her voice.

He gave me a quick look before going back to what he was doing. “And what would he say?”

I smiled, feeling the pinch in my heart that still accompanied bittersweet memories. “That some day he’d prove to her it wasn’t that big of deal, make us use our shoes as our dinner plates.”

Tristan coughed, like he was hiding a laugh, and my smile widened. My dad had said it so many times, always to make my mom laugh. My eyes burned and I blinked rapidly, looking down at my lap until I didn’t have to worry about getting to maudlin. But of course, Tristan caught it.

“I wish I’d known him,” he said quietly. “He sounds like he was a good man, from what Garrett’s said.”

I exhaled slowly and watched Tristan test all the screws, finally satisfied when the disk of the ceiling fan was flush against the ceiling.

“He was,” I agreed. “Garrett is so much like him, it’s eerie sometimes. The way he walks, how he laughs when something funny happens that he wasn’t expecting. It’s like hearing my dad.”

Slowly, Tristan crouched, coming down from the table with graceful movements despite his size. “Well, then you’ll never forget what his laugh sounded like.”

I gave him a surprised look. “No, I guess I won’t.”

“How are you like him?” Tristan asked.

His words had me closing my eyes. Most people wouldn’t have asked, knowing I didn’t share a drop of blood with my parents, who couldn’t conceive after having Garrett. Who saved to be able to adopt me five years later. Who absolutely shaped me into the person I was, who celebrated my background and loved me beyond all comprehension.

I opened my eyes again, even though they burned with the press of tears, and gave Tristan a small smile. “I’m stubborn like him. And I’d like to think I listen to things people don’t say. He was really good at that.”

“You are too,” he said quietly.

Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry. When I felt like my voice would come out steady, I swallowed. “Thank you.”

He nodded, but didn’t say anything else. Suddenly, I wished I had something else for him to do. Another reason for him to stay.

“Are you like your dad?” I heard myself asking.

When his face went carefully blank, I wished I hadn’t asked, even though he hadn’t answered yet. Tristan’s thumb tapped on his thigh. His eyes met mine and when he spoke, it was measured and quiet.

“I hope not.”

Questions sprang up on the tip of my tongue, but I swallowed them down, simply nodding instead. It was so cryptic, so loaded with meaning, with a sadness that I couldn’t explain, but I had the sudden urge to hug him.

But behind that, was the knowledge that this probably wasn’t something he’d want dug up for dissection. Empty words, I thought again. Something he wouldn’t offer up. And in that three-word answer, it was enough.

I gave him an encouraging smile and nudged him with my shoulder. “Well whoever you’re like, they must be proud.”

He shifted, clearly uncomfortable with my praise, which I could see in the now tell-tale flush on his cheekbones.

“Thank you for helping me,” I said when he didn’t respond.

“You’re welcome.” The embarrassment cleared at the topic change, and his dark eyes were lit with dry humor. “Let’s add possible electrocution and unstable climbing techniques to the list of reasons to ask me for help.”

I laughed. “Deal.”

“Anything else I can do while I’m here?”

“Like change some light bulbs?” I teased.

“Yeah,” he said, watching my face. “Like that.”

I rolled my eyes. “I managed those okay without injury. But you’ll be the first I call if I can’t.”

“Deal,” he said back to me.

Tristan gathered up his tools and I followed him to the front door. He gave me a brief nod when I thanked him again, but nothing else.

While he walked to his truck, I watched him with my shoulder propped against the door frame. After he got in, my phone buzzed.

I was grinning when I saw it was a text from him.

Tristan: If your mom comes home and sees boot prints on the table, don’t tell her it was me.

Me: I promise.

When I glanced up, he was watching me through the windshield and I waved. If I expected him to actually smile in return, I was sorely mistaken.

Someday, I thought ruefully, shaking my head as he drove away. Someday, I’d see him smile.


Chapter Sixteen


Anna



Redemption came to me in the form of my sister-in-law, opening the front door of their home with a welcoming smile.

"Hey, I wasn't expecting you tonight." Then, God bless her soul, she looked me up and down. "Oh, you look so pretty!"

I sighed. "At least you thought so."

Rory waved me in, and thankfully my brother was absent, because he didn't need to witness this. "Come in, come in. I was just trying to convince myself that I didn't need to watch another episode of Project Runway."

"Why would you try to convince yourself of that?"

She looked past me at the TV screen and blinked a few times. "No clue. It felt like an important decision at the time."

Without asking permission, I opened their fridge and rooted around until I found an opened bottle of chardonnay. Rory handed me a clean glass, and I dumped the remainder of the bottle in it.

Her eyes widened. "That bad?"

I sank onto the couch and stretched my legs out once my nude heels were off my feet. The hem of my burgundy skirt edged up my thighs, and Rory gave me a curious look, but come on, if no boys were present, I was not about to care.

"Just ... underwhelming."

The chardonnay was cold and had a nice buttery aftertaste when I swallowed and I could feel the tension seep from my shoulders the longer I sat there.

"How so?"

"Maybe it was my fault for having higher expectations for this one than the first one." She snickered, because I'd told her about the first date. Or the bill-splitter as I now referred to him. "He looked cute in his picture, and he was cute in person. You know how you almost have to be wary of the ones who are too attractive? Like they're guaranteed to be a-holes."

She nodded sagely. "Absolutely. Cute ones are usually nicer than hot ones."

"Right." I took another sip. "Well, this cute one wasn't. I met him at the restaurant—right on time—and he looked me up and down and didn't say a word, and then he goes, ‘I've been waiting for a few minutes, but it's okay you were late.’"

Her jaw dropped.

I raised my glass too quickly and the wine sloshed dangerously close to the edge. "I know!"

"What an asshole."

"Unfortunately, I think he was just really clueless. Zero social skills. He spent two hours talking about himself. I know more about the stock market than I ever cared to. Didn't ask me a single question, and then at the end of the night told me he was very much looking forward to our second date." I laughed into my glass. "Probably not, cute clueless psuedo-asshole Grant.”

Rory's face was sympathetic, and I drank more so that I didn't have to see it. Here I thought the pitying looks in my direction were over, but now I just got a new kind. Poor Anna, she has to deal with the dating world.

Except I didn't have to, did I?

I was choosing this, and at the moment, I was trying to figure out why.

Like she read my mind, Rory's bright blue eyes narrowed in my direction before she flicked a glance at the slider out into the backyard.

"Everyone has crappy dates, Anna. Unfortunately, that's the nature of the game now. But it's not a necessity. Especially this soon. You've had two winners now." She took a careful sip of her own drink. "Are you going to risk another?"

What I loved about her was that I knew she wouldn't expect me to answer right away. I turned on my hip, set my sadly empty wine glass onto the end table, and then tucked one of the couch pillows into my chest. The knotted edge was soft when I worried it between my fingers and thought about it.

"There's still something exciting about waking up every morning and knowing that each day is truly my own," I started. "That novelty hasn't worn off yet. There will be no one ignoring me while I drink my coffee alone at the table. While we move around each other in the kitchen and then alternate who’s using the bathroom to get ready for work so we don’t have to be in there at the same time."

Rory didn't answer, just tucked her long legs up under her in the arm chair she was sitting in.

"I had a big, formative chunk of my life feeling like I didn't matter in the slightest to the person who was supposed to place me first. Who was supposed to care about the thoughts in my head, about the things I wanted out of life. And I know that somewhere along the line, I stopped caring about those things for him too. I know that now. It wasn't right, and I'm not defending myself, because I know I gave up on Marcus too." I pressed my nose into the pillow and breathed deeply. "And ... I don't know, Rory ... there's something about getting ready for a date that feels exciting. Feels like it's pumping life into me, into the places that have been atrophied for so long."

"Even if the reality doesn't match up to the expectation?" she asked, then glanced at the slider again, almost nervously. Oh great, maybe Garrett was putting her up to these questions. He probably thought it was completely stupid that I was doing this in the first place.

I sat up and pulled my hair over one shoulder. "I think so, yeah. It's like ... it's like I need to know that I can put myself out there again. Even if all that comes from it is seeing how awful it is out there. There will be dates that aren’t awful. Maybe they’ll be nice, fun, make me laugh. I believe that can still happen."

"I give you credit," she said quietly. "I don't know if I could be as optimistic as you are, after what you went through. It's pretty badass, Anna."

"Anyone can fake optimism."

"You're not though." She lifted an eyebrow, like she was daring me to contradict her. "If you were faking it, you wouldn't be following through on what you're saying. Someone who's faking will spew all manner of things but never really follow it up with action. You're putting yourself out there, and to me, that means you're a badass."

Answering didn't seem possible, not when all I wanted to do was deny what she was saying. There was nothing about how I felt that even remotely felt badass. Even with the heels that made my not-very-long-legs look long and dress that gave me curves where my curves were usually slight, badassery was in short supply laying on my brother's couch and drinking his wife's leftover wine after a date that should be reserved for a magazine article or something.

"I don't feel like one."

Rory leaned forward. "Don't you get it though? That makes it even more true. You're not faking anything right now, Anna. You're not wearing the mask of Oh isn't my newly single life amazing and wonderful and perfect. Honesty is hard. It's hard to be honest with people about a lot of things, but it's even harder to be honest with yourself, because that requires a good long look in the mirror. There's a staggering number of people who can't manage that."

I blinked a few times. I'd never thought about it that way.

"Anna, even if you didn't leave Marcus until recently, you were honest about what it was. You never denied it to us, or tried to defend what your relationship had become. And now, you’re still being honest about what your situation is, how you feel about it. So don't come in here and drink my wine and try to tell me that you being hopeful about the future isn't brave. Because it is."

Turning on my side again, I stared at her. My heart soaked up her words like I was shriveled, dried-up sponge. "Did Garrett know you were such a good cheerleader when he married you?"

Rory tilted her head and stared out the slider again. When I looked over my shoulder, I couldn't see anything. "I don't think I'm in cheerleader mode."

I snorted. "'K"

"I'm not," she insisted. "If I was saying something you weren't willing to hear, or something that you weren't ready to hear, you wouldn't feel like you were being cheered on."

"There's a difference?"

"Hell yes there's a difference."

The wine had settled with a pleasant weight in my stomach, and I could feel my tension seep out my body. "Maybe someday I'll ask you about that, but not tonight. I think it would make me think too hard."

Rory laughed. "Fair enough."

"Where's that pain-in-the-ass brother of mine?"

"Outside."

"Ahh, so that's why you keep looking out there."

She looked away, her fingers fidgeting in her lap. "Just want to make sure he's not eavesdropping."

"Much appreciated."

For a moment, Rory stared at that slider again, and she chewed on the inside of her lip before glancing at me. "So let me ask you something."

"Like I could stop you," I said.

She conceded that with a lifted brow. "Hypothetically, say the guy tonight hadn't been a raging narcissist."

"That's a really big hypothetical for me right now considering how big that glass of wine was." I closed my eyes and decided to play along. My hand waved at her in some motion that urged her to continue.

"You know what I mean. You've had two bad dates. What if date number one or date number two had been like, an eight on a scale of one to Ryan Gosling, and he opened doors and asked intelligent questions, laughed at the appropriate times, was kind to the waitstaff and didn't stare at your boobs."

I opened one eye. "Keep talkin'."

"What if he paid the bill and held your hand as you walked out, and kissed you by your car and asked if you wanted to come back to his place. Are you ready for that?"

"Oh geez, this is like, a serious game." With a groan, I sat up and tucked my hair behind my ears. "Am I ready to sleep with someone else? That's your question?"

"Partially."

"You said he's an eight?"

She gave me a long look.

"Sorry. Just making sure." My thumb tapped my kneecap. I pulled in a deep breath, closed my eyes again and imagined the scenario as she had painted it. My head was shaking before I even got to the hypothetical kiss by the car. "No, I’m not.”

Rory narrowed her eyes slightly, like she was gauging the truth in my answer. “Do you think there’s anything wrong with it, if you did?”

“No,” I said right away. “It’s not that. It’s not a moral issue, or anything that’s right or wrong. It’s more like … I want to know that person before it goes to that level.” My hand pressed against my breastbone and what I felt behind my thumping heart, I tried to put into words so that she would understand it. “I’m not saying I need to be in love, but I want to look at him and feel that sense of rightness that was completely missing from my life before.”

Rory’s eyes warmed and her lips curved into a slight smile. “That’s tough to define.”

“I know,” I sighed. My head dropped back onto the arm of the couch. “But it feels, I don’t know, Rory, it feels like I’d be cheating myself out of something if I didn’t have the emotion to back up the physical desire. Because I craved it so badly. Before.”

She mulled that over, I realized how good it felt to answer her question. Like it settled something that I hadn’t realized I was wrestling with.

In swiping left and right, and looking at connections on the innocuous app on my phone, I hadn't let my brain jump to that point. Was that something I was ready for? Going on these dates almost felt like a rite of passage for me, like it was a way that I could prove that Marcus hadn't turned me into this bitter husk of the woman I was before him.

Maybe I wasn’t ready to sleep with someone, but I was not huddled in the corner and allowing him to take any more of me than he’d already taken.

I needed to prove that this wasn't the birth of a failure, where I was left to fit together a jagged, broken puzzle with shaky hands. I wasn't a failure because I'd stayed.

This was the birth of a new me, and I was a person who wanted to look ahead. Not stare behind me and bemoan what led me here.

Lord have mercy, I was ready for these types of conversations to not be the norm anyway.

"Good," Rory said decisively. "Now can Tristan and Garrett come inside?"

I blinked. "Tristan is here?"

"Yeah, they're fixing something out there. I can't remember what. I sent Garrett a text that he wasn't allowed inside until girl talk was over."

That made me laugh. "Well, Tristan has already been subjected to that. He heard all about my first date, poor guy."

Rory froze, but recovered almost instantly, and I wondered if I'd been imagining it. "No kidding."

The slider opened, and Garrett came in first, followed by Tristan.

"Hello, sister of mine," Garrett said, ruffling my hair as he passed the couch.

Discreetly, I pulled my skirt down my legs when Tristan nodded at me in greeting. Of course, he didn't smile. If I hadn't seen it before, I'd wonder if the muscles of his mouth even allowed it to happen. That only made me smile at him more readily.

"Gentleman. Tristan, I was just telling Rory that you've already had to hear some of my date horror stories, so you wouldn't have been phased in the slightest tonight."

Garrett's head snapped over to his friend and he narrowed his eyes. "You did what, huh? When?"

"He was showing me how to burn some wood and I told him about date fail number one." I stared at Garrett. "Why are you acting weird?"

"How to burn wood?" he asked, flicking a derisive glance in my general direction. "Don't know how to start a fire, do you?"

I flipped my middle finger at Garrett. Tristan coughed.

Garrett plopped onto the floor in front of Rory’s chair and she wove a hand through his hair. From where he was standing, Tristan seemed like he was trying to make a decision about something. It was odd how easily I felt like I was able to read him now.

And I saw the moment he made it, because he sent me a dry look. “You gonna keep hogging the couch, or do I need to sit on the floor too?”

Garrett smothered laugh, and I pretended to consider not moving my feet for him. “I’m so comfortable though.”

“She did have a rough night,” Rory said sagely. “Date number two was another train wreck.”

Tristan’s eyes were trained steadily on my face, no visible reaction to what Rory said. “Did this one ask for his half of the bill up front?”

I laughed, and it felt good coming out of my mouth, easing some of the pressure left over in my chest from my heavy conversation with Rory.

Tucking my feet underneath me, I waved a hand out toward the other half of the couch. “Be my guest. My neglected feet can suffer through not having the entire couch.”

With a cryptic half-smile, oh what a tease he was, Tristan sat down.

Garrett smiled goofily at us. “Well, isn’t this a sweet picture? The four of us all cozied up on a Saturday night, watching Project Runway together.”

I rolled my eyes and Rory pinched the back of his neck.

He swatted at her hand and Tristan shook his head slowly.

When Rory leaned down to whisper something into Garrett ears, Tristan gave me the side-eye.

“What?” I asked.

It took him a second to answer, and it was only after he made sure Garrett and Rory weren’t listening.

“You look nice tonight.” Against his jean clad leg, he tapped his thumb. “I’m sorry the guy wasn’t worthy of it.”

“Thank you, Tristan,” I told him, unbearably touched.

He dipped his head, which was the only acknowledgement I got to my thanks, and we fell quiet. Rory switched to a different channel, and we all settled in to watch the movie she’d picked. Something with Mel Gibson that we’d all probably seen a hundred times.

Garrett stood to get some beers for him and Tristan, and opened another bottle of wine for me and Rory. By the time I finished my second glass, my eyelids felt heavier and heavier with each blink.

During a scene with explosions and gunfight, Rory asked if Garrett could help her find something, which left Tristan and I in the dark family room.

His arm was stretched along the back of the couch, his long legs propped up on the coffee table in front of us.

I pushed my face into the pillow still clutched to my chest and wished I had some socks or something, because my bare feet were frickin freezing. Even though I tried not to, I shivered.

Tristan leaned closer to me. “Are you cold?” he asked quietly.

My nose wrinkled as I looked at him. “I’m realizing the dress wasn’t the most prudent choice given the weather, yes.”

He reached over and plucked a blanket out of a large wicker basket on the floor next to his side of the couch. Instead of handing it to me, he stood and draped it over me carefully.

One side of his face was lit up in harsh blue from the TV screen, and I tried not to smile at how serious his features were, even now. The messy ponytail, the harsh line of his jaw, the dark, heavily lashed eyes, Tristan so easily could have been one of the most intimidating looking men I’d ever been around. But as his warm hands laid the soft blanket over my shoulders, I couldn’t stop the way my heart melted at his small acts of chivalry.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

He stared at me as he straightened to his full height. One nod. That was all I got. And it didn’t bother me in the slightest.

When Garrett and Rory came back from the kitchen, Tristan clenched his teeth and gave them a considering look.

"I uhh, I think I’m going to head home," Tristan said.

"Coward," Garrett mumbled under his breath. Or at least, that's what it sounded like. Tristan was too busy glaring at my brother for me to ask.

Tristan gave me a slight smile and turned to go, slugging Garrett's shoulder on his way out.

“Good to see you, Anna. Rory, thank you for the hospitality.”

“You don’t want to thank me?” Garrett asked.

“Don’t think so,” was Tristan’s response before he walked out the door.

The door shut behind him, and I stared at it for a few beats before speaking. "Anyone want to explain what just happened?"

"Nope," they said in tandem.

I shook my head. "Okay then."

"Back to Project Runway?" Rory asked brightly. "I can open more wine."

"Sold."

Garrett rolled his eyes. "And on that note, I'm going to read in bed."

"You know how to read now? Good job, big brother."

It was his turn to flip me off, and I sank into the couch smiling, the fuzzy white blanket pulled up around my shoulders. Maybe date two hadn't been a winner, but I was ending the night with a smile on my face, and that was a good thing.


Chapter Seventeen


Anna



There were so many things right about date number four.

Just ... not the guy.

God bless him, Scott McAlister was so sweet that my teeth were aching before we hit the entrees. The delicious entree at the lovely, romantic and appropriately lit restaurant where he pulled out my chair and asked question upon question about me.

The first thing he told me was how beautiful I looked, and it was clear he meant it. He laughed when I said something that was even slightly funny, albeit a bit harder than was probably necessary. His hygiene was good. Clean, straight, white teeth. A hairline that was receding just a touch, but he had kind hazel eyes, and wore his gray suit jacket quite nicely over his tall frame.

Not once did his eyes stray for too long to the V of my pink dress, and he smiled at the server when she delivered our food.

"And how long have your brother and his wife been married? You said they work together, right?"

And he listened.

So why did I feel like I was out to dinner with a third cousin that you only see once every ten years?

I finished my last bite of risotto and set my fork down next to my plate before taking a sip of water. "They've been married just about a year, and yeah, they actually run a company together. It was my father's financial firm before he passed away."

Sympathy made his forehead wrinkle and he patted my hand, lingering for a moment over my knuckles with the tips of his fingers. "You mentioned on the phone that it was a heart attack. I'm so sorry."

When he pulled his hand back, I stared at my own, practically willing myself to feel some sort of flicker of excitement over him. Just a spark. Anything, really. Shouldn't I feel something on my first date that was a legitimate contender?

Yes, date four was definitely the best I'd experienced, even if the fireworks hadn't quite decided to show up yet.

And what about date number three?

We weren't discussing date number three, because it hadn't actually taken place. Date number three wanted to meet a few nights earlier than we'd planned, and given that I'd just wrapped up a ten-hour work day in four-inch heels, and all I wanted out of that particular evening was leggings, my fuzzy black slippers, and a charcoal mask while I watched Big Little Lies with my mom.

Date number three was such a classy guy that when I explained, more than once, that I'd rather stick to our original night, he felt it necessary to send me my first dick pic.

Not that he could've known it was my first one, of course. But with his parting words of "You can suck on this, bitch", he cemented himself as the date that would never, ever happen.

That's why—staring across the dimly lit and perfectly appointed table at Scott—I wished that I felt something. Even getting ready that night, my usual excitement was missing in action.

The server cleared our plates, and he thanked her. Genuinely thanked her, too. What was wrong with me?

"Can I interest you two in dessert?" she asked.

Scott leaned back and patted a hand over his flat stomach. "I don't know if I have it in me right now. But maybe give us a few minutes to talk about it?"

Then he looked at me for approval, and I wilted a little inside. He was a textbook date.

"I'm so full, but thank you. Everything was delicious."

His hopeful expression dropped just slightly, and I felt very much like I'd kicked a puppy. I pulled in a deep breath as the server walked away, determined not to give up on him just yet.

"I know you said you have family that lives nearby, but not who," I said. "Are there a lot of you around here?"

Scott's smile was wide and instant, making the skin by his eyes wrinkle attractively. "Not too many. My parents, my sister, Rachel, and her husband and two kids. Thankfully Rachel’s filled the grandchild card, otherwise I'd be getting a whole different kind of pressure than I get now. Don't you think our families are more forgiving of us getting divorced if they've got a grandchild somewhere?"

I laughed, but it was sad-sounding to my ears. Scott must not have noticed.

"I'm afraid that's something I can't answer. My brother and Rory don't have kids yet." I shrugged my shoulders a bit. "And it wasn't something I got around to either. But my mom has been very supportive of me, grandkids or not."

He held up his hands quickly. "Oh of course. I'm sure she's wonderful. I didn't mean anything negative."

"It's fine," I told him. Because it was.

"No, that was rude to assume." Scott sighed and looked away before giving me a sheepish smile. "Subject change?"

I smiled. "If you want, but it really is okay."

"How about them Broncos?"

See? Sweet.

"Well, I can't say much about football. But maybe you could tell me about your sister's kids? Do you see them often?"

That lit him up from the inside out, because he immediately pulled out his phone to show me pictures of two adorable kids. He'd taken them to the zoo the week before, and there was another of the three of them with matching face paint from a carnival at their school.

I could feel myself getting frustrated. Not with him. Everything he was doing was perfectly fine. Perfectly nice. Perfectly polite.

And yet, here I sat, wishing for more.

From him. And from me.

We made small talk for another fifteen minutes or so while we waited for the bill, which he refused to let me contribute to, and when he walked us out of the restaurant, he made sure to hold open the door not just for me, but for the couple coming out behind us.

"I had a wonderful time, Anna," he said quietly when we reached my car. I already had my keys out and clasped in front of me, which he noted quickly before smiling. "I really hope we can do this again."

The hope in his eyes was almost enough to break me. Even wearing my heels, he stood a head taller than me, a perfectly respectful amount of distance in between us. Not so far that I knew he wasn't interested, but not so close that I might feel pressured. His gaze briefly touched on my lips and I made sure not to move them in the slightest.

When he met my eyes again, I gave him a small smile. I could give him another chance, this sweet man who probably would've wowed me a lot more had it not come after the dick pic of date number three. If he'd been date number one, I might have even kissed him, just to see how it would feel.

"Why don't you text me a couple options once you look at your schedule."

His face lit up. "I can do Wednesday, Friday or Saturday next week."

I laughed at his eagerness and he blushed before looking down at his feet.

"I think Friday would work for me, but I'll let you know once I look at my calendar."

Scott swiped a hand down his face. "Sorry, I'm still working on my tact when a beautiful woman agrees to go out on a date with me. You'd think I'd have this nailed down by my thirties, but I just really don't yet. Sometimes I feel like I was born into the wrong era."

Now that made me smile genuinely. Tentatively, I touched his forearm. "I like that you don't have it nailed down yet. It's sweet."

Before he could lean in, I unlocked my car and opened the driver's side door. Scott held it while I settled into my seat and laid my purse on the passenger side.

"Goodnight, Anna."

I smiled. "It was nice to meet you, Scott."

Carefully, he closed the door, and then stepped back while I started my car. I waved as I pulled away from the curb, and he did the same. If he was disappointed that I hadn't allowed for a kiss, or even a hug, he did a good job of hiding it.

As I drove home, I knew that's why I was giving him another chance, even though I didn't get any immediate chemistry, because I appreciated a man who knew how to act like a gentleman. Maybe Scott was born into the wrong era, but I liked that there were still men like him left.

How many men did I know like that?

Tristan.

His name was immediate, and I got a flash of his face in my head, the way he always watched me so intently when I spoke. The way he helped me up the other day at the shop, covered me with a blanket when he noticed I was cold. Always respectful, always thoughtful, even if he was the most reserved man I'd ever met.

Yes, maybe Tristan was born into the wrong era, too. Especially if what Garrett had said about him was any indication, that he didn't do casual.

Was that something I was looking for? A man who seemed like he was from a different generation than the one we currently lived in? Who thought nothing of holding open doors and being chivalrous because it’s who they were, not because they were trying to impress me.

Maybe it was what I was looking for.

Even though I was on date four, I wasn't sure how much time I'd spent thinking over what it was that I wanted in a man. Maybe that was a piece that I was underestimating, the kind of man who felt like finding a treasure in a strange place.

Respect and understanding, loyalty and a fierce, passionate love for exactly who that person is. Not what you'd want them to be, but what they are.

That's what my mom had said to me that first night. They weren't just words, carelessly applied labels, not to me. When your most formative romantic relationship had been lacking every single one of those labels, they felt like a gold mine to a pauper. And I when tried to imagine what the person looked like in my mind, the prototype that I should be chasing, it was fuzzy. Indistinct.

More than anything, I wanted to feel safe and protected. I wanted to burrow myself in someone's arms and know that when they were wrapped around me, I was being held by someone who loved me for me. And they'd be a person that I held right back in the same way.

Should that be so hard? It didn't seem like it. But trying to grasp onto the idea of it, to wrap my fingers through it and make it a reality that I could wrap my arms around felt like scaling a wall of hundred-foot tall rock.

I pulled my car into the left side of the garage door after it opened, next to my mom's. Maybe my future dream man was fuzzy and indistinct because I was still living at home with my widowed mother as my TV binging partner in crime.

Whatever. People could judge that all they wanted, because when I let myself into the back door, she greeted me with a smile, a hug, and a new martini recipe that she was trying out.

"Blackberry! Want one?"

I took it with careful hands and hummed after my first sip. "Oh, yum. Is there coconut in this?"

She nodded and motioned for her glass back. "Not much, but yes. Coconut rum. Want one?"

"Let me change first, but yes." I kissed her cheek as I passed.

"This is like when you were in high school all over again. Get home from a date and change into pajamas before you tell me about it."

"Except with martinis, so much better."

As I ascended the stairs, she was laughing. And that was good to hear too, another reason why I wasn't in a huge rush. The time together was as good for my mom as it was for me, so I wasn't in a hurry, as long as we still held some boundaries.

When we were snuggled under blankets with martinis in hand, I told her about Scott McAlister the accountant, and she shook her head while she smiled.

"Poor guy. All the pieces are there, huh?"

"I think so. I just don't think they're assembled in the right way for me."

Her eyes were shrewd, but understanding. "So why go on another date with him? Is that cruel to string him along?"

Ugh. I didn’t want to be that woman. Especially given the look in his eye when he rattled off the schedule he’d clearly memorized.

"I don't think I'm stringing him along. I genuinely want to give him another chance, see if maybe he was just nervous tonight." My martini was cold when I drank more, but warmed my belly as I swallowed. "Who knows, if he loosens up a little bit, he could be perfect."

"Okay." Clearly, Mom wasn't buying it.

I lifted my eyebrows at her. "Maybe you should start going on dates, and then you can school me on how to handle these things."

She smiled sweetly, sadly. "Sweetheart, I still think about your father every single day when I wake up, still have to take a few moments to remind myself that this is life without him. I'm in no rush. Someday, I'll make it through my coffee in the morning before I think about him, maybe even until lunch that day. And then it might be time. And if that day never comes, then I'll be just fine."

That. That’s what I was looking for. Someone who made me feel like my mom did about my dad, even after all the time he’d been gone. I wanted someone who bettered my life because they were in it, would leave a bittersweet void if they left the world before I did.

“You’d really be fine with that?"

"Oh goodness, yes." Then she tilted her head. "Well, as long as someone gives me grandchildren before I die."

I couldn't help it, I burst out laughing, the image of Scott's puppy dog eyes the only thing I could imagine.

"We will, Mom." I lifted my glass, and she clinked hers against it. "I truly believe that we will."

There it was again.

Hope.

That night, it sounded like my mom's laughter, and it tasted an awful lot like blackberries with just a hint of coconut.


Chapter Eighteen


Tristan



Me: Haven’t seen you around since last week at your brother’s.

Anna: Is there a question buried in there? Or just an observation?

Me: I’m a slow typer, you’ll have to forgive me. If you’d waited one more minute, my follow up was, just checking in to see how you’re doing.

Anna: Ha. Sorry.

Anna: My mom had martinis waiting for me when I got home the other night. Is it strange that stuff like that makes me never want to move out?

Me: Strange? No.

Anna: …

Anna: You thoroughly enjoy making people suffer by your truncated reactions, don’t you?

Me: Only on Tuesdays.

Anna: LOL. Liar.

That one exchange, which I’d read countless times because I was so damn proud of myself for initiating conversation with no work reason, no manufactured excuse for why, and it was a good exchange. But that was it for another week.

Throughout the days that I didn’t see her, didn’t text her again, I thought of all sorts of reasons to stop by and see her.

Hey, Anna. I was in the neighborhood. I rented this movie and wasn’t sure if you’d seen it yet.

Hey, Anna. I was in the neighborhood. Just checking to make sure you’ve got your snow tires on your car.

Hey, Anna. I was in the neighborhood. Just making sure you ate today. Oh, you didn’t? Great, I was just on my way to grab some food if you want to eat with me.

Each progressive idea made me feel crazier, which is why I would pick up my phone and end up setting it back down again. Part of it might have been the fact that I’d never been friends with females. The rules were different. I could go weeks without any sort of communication from my guy friends and never thought twice about it. Was it the same when guys and girls were friends? Would she notice the difference?

And when the next one came in, I knew that I was a horrible person. Awful. I'd never been so happy to hear about a flood in my life.

Anna: So apparently there was a flood in the distribution warehouse that had our entire batch of flooring and I have to pick something new if we want to stay on schedule. Are you at the shop today if I swing by with some of the samples I have? I want to make sure they work with the dining furniture.

Me: Yeah, I'm here all day.

Me: Sorry to hear about the flood.

I wasn't sorry.

The thought of seeing her overrode everything, even common decency, apparently. But for the next two hours before she stopped by, I was a nervous wreck. We’d crossed a few major hurdles lately, and each successive one made me feel like I was that much closer to my goal.

I jammed my hands into my hair more times than I could count, which meant I had to redo the messy knot enough that I wouldn't have turned down the offer to have someone shave my head. My normally steady fingers didn't seem to work right as I did some finish work on one of the chairs for the dining table.

Anna: Can I grab you a sandwich from Las Tortas on my way? This is doubling as my lunch, so I'll need to be rude and eat in front of you.

Me: That'd be great, thanks. Whatever you're having is fine.

Anna: Two Tortas de Nortena coming up. :)

Like an idiot, I stared at that text and found myself smiling. Just a small smile, but it was enough that I didn't even want to suppress it. For the millionth time, I glanced at the clock on the wall of the shop, and knew she'd be here any minute.

I ran a hand over the seat of the chair and knew it was ready for varnish. The chairs at each end of the table would be high-backed and upholstered, so I didn't need to make those, but Anna did want a matching bench that could be stored away and taken out easily for entertaining purposes, which was next on my list.

The tentative knock on the door, follow by Anna's voice almost had me jumping in place.

"Yeah, come in," I called, not wanting to seem too eager by sprinting over to the door and yanking it open.

She was using her shoulder to push open the heavy metal door, and that did have me moving toward her, since her hands were full of food. I held it open and took one of the white bags.

"Thank you," she said with a grateful smile. Her eyes moved from me to the space I'd cleared at the main work table, complete with two stools that we could sit on. "Someone must be hungry," Anna teased. "How often is that spot wiped down?"

Never.

I shrugged and set down the bag, taking the second one from her while she unloaded some flooring samples from the giant bag slung over her shoulder.

"Figured you'd want a place to sit. I'm used to eating standing up, but I didn't want to be rude."

She laughed. "Isn't that funny? I eat standing up all the time too. Especially over the kitchen sink." While she looked at me, she scrunched up her nose and I wanted to kiss where the skin wrinkled slightly. "I wonder why that feels so different from sitting down and eating alone?"

For a beat, I stared at her, and wished desperately that I had the power to warp time, to make it slow and stretch. There were so many hours and minutes and seconds and days and nights that I'd spent dreaming of small moments just like this one, what it would be like with her. To have the reality be better than what my brain had been able to conjure up was heady and humbling.

She was more beautiful, even in the harsh light of the shop. Not because her features had changed, but because she was free and happy. Her smiles came more quickly, the light she'd always had inside of her shining so much more brightly. Seeing it now, only available for my eyes even if just for a moment, I knew I'd be capable of great violence if someone ever dimmed it again.

Focus. Talk to her.

"I've never really thought about it," I admitted. "But I do frequent the kitchen sink as an eating spot."

"See?" She nudged my shoulder with her own. "Weird, right?"

"Maybe a bit." I hid my smile and turned to pull one of the stools closer to the table. "Work first and then eat?"

"We can do both." She grinned. "I'm very talented that way. Plus, I don’t have a ton of time, unfortunately."

Anna unwrapped both tortas and handed me one. The bread was soft and still warm, the beef tender and spicy and I couldn't stop a low moan when I took my first bite. "Wow."

"I know," she answered with a full mouth. She looked so indelicate, so unlike her, that I laughed under my breath. She held up a little fist. "Oooh, that was a close one."

"What was?"

"You almost smiled." Her eyebrow lifted and I couldn't help but stare at the brown in her eyes. Then it registered what she said.

"You're keeping track?" Idiot. Idiot. Idiot. The fact that she was keeping track, the sly smile she gave me as her only response made my heart stutter. This felt dangerous for how far it could carry me.

Anna took a prim bite, used a white napkin to wipe at her mouth but her eyes were smiling when they met mine.

“How was your Thanksgiving?” she asked after she swallowed.

“Good. We usually go to my uncle’s. Lots of people, lots of food. Yours?”

“Quieter than that,” she said. “Just the four of us at my mom’s, but she loves to cook, so there was enough food for eighteen.”

I smiled at that, and she slid the wood samples toward me on the surface of the work table.

"Those are my two favorite options, but one is clearly warmer than the other and I want to make sure it still works."

I smoothed my hand over both and held them up to the light. "Do you have a preference?"

"Yeah," she said dryly. "Whatever one allows for little to no change to what we already have."

One side of my mouth tipped up, and I stood to pull the finished chair up off the floor and onto the table where it would have the best light. Anna made a little gasping noise.

"Tristan," she exhaled. "That's so beautiful."

Her hand ran over the seat and almost brushed the tips of my fingers where they held onto the side.

That had me buzzing as much as the thick beat of pride in my work.

"Thank you."

"I'm serious." She glanced at me briefly before she leaned in to look more closely. "You really should be doing this full-time. Most of my clients would pay huge money for this kind of workmanship. I think you undersold yourself a bit on the price you quoted me."

I swallowed, but didn't say anything. Had I cut her a deal to make sure that I got this job?

Hell yes, I had.

"Let me get a damp rag,” I told her in lieu of an answer. “I’ll wipe some of it down so you'll get a better idea of how it will look once it's finished."

She held the samples up to the chair once I did, and moved her head to the side. "I think the one on the right." Her face tilted up to mine, because of course, I wasn't looking at the chair. She blinked in surprise, probably not expecting me to be looking right at her. "Wh-what do you think?"

I think you're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.

That's what I wanted to say, but my tongue was a messy tangle and even though I let out a slow breath, I couldn't force the words out. Her eyes searched mine when I didn't respond, and for the first time, I didn't force my mask up, didn't actively work to hide what I might be feeling. Could she see it? Could she recognize it for what it was?

"Which one do you think?" she prodded gently, a confused smile twisting her mouth to the side.

I blinked and gave them a quick look. "I agree. The one on the right."

Anna set the samples aside with a smile and picked up her sandwich again. I had to turn away and close my eyes in frustration. Why was this so hard for me? Why did this feel like such a risk?

"Well that was easier than I thought."

I moved the chair to the side and sat back down. "Everything else going okay?"

She wiped some sauce from the side of her mouth and I took a vicious bite of my sandwich so I didn't do something stupid like use my lips to help her. "Yeah. The builders are actually ahead of schedule by a few days."

“That’s great.” This was the kind of small talk I hated, and while I didn’t hate any sort of conversation with Anna, I felt a flicker of frustration that this wasn’t going more smoothly after all the little victories leading up to it.

Conversation skills of a rock was right.

“What kind of martinis did your mom make for you?” I asked, and she visibly startled at my inelegantly blurted out question. Then her lips morphed into a pleased smile.

“You remembered that?”

I shrugged.

Anna set her sandwich down and took a drink from her water bottle. “Some blackberry coconut thing that almost brought a tear to my eye, it was so delicious.”

“That’s a serious statement.”

“It was a serious martini.” Her eyes searched my face. “You’ve got a good memory, you know that?”

I could tell you the very first thing you said to me. Instead, I just tapped two fingers to the side of my head. “Steel trap.”

“And so humble about it, too.”

When she twisted her lips up in a smile, like she always did right after she said something meant to tease, I felt a heady buzz through my entire body, an aching desire to lean forward and kiss her.

To fit my mouth over hers and sink my hands into her hair until she melted against me. What would happen if I kissed her like I wanted to?

Like I wanted to when I covered her with the blanket on Garrett’s couch. Like I wanted to when she asked me about my father, but didn’t push after I gave her the only answer I was capable of giving. Like I wanted to when she looked at me. When she tucked her hair behind her ears. When she laughed. When she breathed.

When I didn’t respond at all, she shook her head, but she was still smiling. “What day did you say you like to torture people with your non-responses? It must be today.”

I was about to respond when the door to shop opened. Annoyance made me glare over my shoulder, when I saw Michael and Brooke walk in.

Anna leapt up with a happy exclamation and went to give Brooke a tight hug. I glared at Michael and he held up his hands in silent apology.

"This is a nice surprise," Brooke said to Anna. "I came to talk Michael into having lunch with me when I saw your car."

She gave me a slight nod and I mentally buried my head in my hands. I wasn't stupid. I knew that Brooke was probably aware of my feelings for Anna, at least to some extent, given that Michael had an unfortunate tendency to run his big mouth all the time.

Anna leaned against her stool, but was facing Michael and Brooke now. "Yeah, we had a flooring emergency, so I decided to make this a working lunch. There's no way I can finish this torta if you want half. There are chips and salsa in the bag too."

Brooke looked tempted, and I gave Michael such a scorching stare that he actually looked afraid.

"Babe," he said to Brooke, laying a hand on her shoulder, "let's let them work."

"Oh, we're done," Anna said. “I knew this would have to be a quick visit anyway. I have to get back to the office shortly.”

"No really, it's okay," Michael said quickly. "Besides, I was craving Italian."

Brooke gave him a strange look. "We had Italian last night."

"I'm craving more Italian."

I'd underestimated Brooke's stubbornness. Why did I like her again? I tried to remind myself that she made my brother blissfully happy and she was my future sister-in-law.

"Slow your roll. I don't get to see her often, and Rory told me that I need to ask her about Scott the accountant. Apparently, someone finally got a second date with Miss Anna here."

My heart lurched painfully, and I struggled not to press my hand to my chest to make sure it was still there. Michael closed his eyes and sighed heavily. Scott the accountant? Blood was rushing in my ears so loudly that I barely made out what Anna said in answer. She had a second date with someone?

My hands curled into fists and Michael’s face was so pale, he looked like he was about to witness a bomb go off.

Anna laughed quietly. "Someone finally did."

"And?" Brooke prompted, folding her arms over her chest and ignoring the frantic looks that Michael was sending her way. I didn't want to hear anything about Scott the accountant. I hated Scott the accountant who probably wore suits and ties and made good money and loved fancy restaurants and knew what kind of wine paired with everything.

"He's nice," Anna said after an agonizing second. "Very sweet."

Asshole.

"You don't sound too excited," Brooke said.

No, no she really didn't, did she? Brooke was right. I liked Brooke. She was very astute.

Anna shrugged and looked sheepishly at Michael and then me. "Sorry, guys, I'm sure this isn't a very exciting topic."

"Err, on the contrary," Michael said graciously, even though he still gave me nervous eyes. "Anything that makes Brooke happy to hear about is very exciting to me."

Brooke rolled her eyes, and so did I.

But in light of her not sounding too excited about Scott the accountant, I found myself turning more fully in Anna's direction.

She sighed and set her sandwich down. "I gave him another try because he was so sweet and nice. Much more so than any of my other sad attempts at dating. But ... I don't know. I think he's just too sweet and nice, if that makes sense."

"It does," Brooke said.

No, no it doesn't, I wanted to yell. That was too ambiguous. Sweet and nice was good, but not too sweet and nice. How the hell were men supposed to know how to work with that?

"So yes, he got a second date, but he won't get a third, unfortunately."

I took a distracted bite of my sandwich, because even though that was good news for me, I still felt like there was a canyon separating us. Before, it was a mountain, and somehow, that felt less daunting when there was just one asshole of a man to contend with. Now I had limitless possibilities that were too sweet and nice, and I still had to read the signals of whether she was ready for something serious.

Anna glanced at the clock on the wall and jumped up. "Oh goodness, I have to go. I had no idea it was this late." She smiled at me as she wrapped up the rest of her sandwich and tossed it into one of the bags. "Thank you for letting me crash. And for sharing lunch."

I opened my mouth, I'm sure it was to say something witty and funny and not too sweet or nice, but she hugged Brooke and was gone in a flash of long black hair. I sank back on my stool and sighed heavily.

Michael flicked Brooke in the arm.

"Ouch, what was that?" She flicked him right back.

"You weren't catchin' what I was throwing down, woman!"

She lifted an eyebrow. "'Scuse me?"

Michael waved an impatient hand in my direction. "Do you think he wants to have us interrupt his time with her so we can hear about Scott the accountant?"

Brooke gave me a sheepish, apologetic smile. "Well, I already knew from Rory that she wouldn't be seeing Scott the accountant again. I asked on purpose."

My head lifted. "You did?"

"You did?" Michael repeated.

Brooke rolled her eyes. "Yes. I knew Tristan wouldn't ask about her date, and I'm sorry, but whatever plan you've got going on isn't working if she's going on second dates with guys that are as exciting as wet cardboard. You need to make something happen, Tristan. Because it won't happen on its own."

"Oh shit," Michael mumbled. "She's got that devious look in her eyes."

"No," I said.

"What are you thinking?" Michael asked Brooke.

"No," I repeated. “And I thought you liked my plan, Michael.”

They both ignored me.

"This work bullshit isn't cutting it," Brooke told my idiot brother. "We just need to make some quality time happen, which is easy enough."

"No."

Michael nodded sagely. "I am thoroughly enjoying the way your evil brain works, my love."

She leaned forward and smacked a kiss on his lips. "I know. You tell me that every day."

I pinched the bridge of my nose. It wasn't even worth talking anymore.

"An intervention," Michael said and clapped his hands. "I like it."

"Do I have any say in this?" I asked.

"No," they said in tandem.

"The truth is this," Brooke said in a gentler tone, "it's been like, what? Seven, eight weeks since she moved out? We're not saying you need to profess your love right away. But you do need Anna to see you outside of work mode. That's all. Have fun in the same place that she's having fun."

“She’s seen me outside of work mode,” I mumbled. “Quite a few times.”

Brooke shook her head. Michael gave me a slight shrug of his shoulders. “Dude, I was in favor of your plan, and I still am. But Brooke has a point. She’s dating. That’s a big deal. It might not be stupid to set up something date-like for you two, without it being date-like. Nothing stressful, it just gives you another opportunity.”

I dropped my hand and regarded them warily. "That's all?"

"That's all," Brooke said.

From the look in her eyes, I could tell she meant it, so I nodded slowly. "Okay."

Michael raised a fist in the air. "Atta boy. Just show up where I tell you, and we'll take care of the rest."

And that was exactly what I was afraid of.


Chapter Nineteen


Tristan



Michael: Ophelia's Electric Soapbox at 8pm. And for shit's sake, trim your beard so you don't look like a homeless person.

Why, why, why was I going along with this? I thought it for the millionth time that day. I thought it while I trimmed my beard so I didn't look homeless, even though it wasn't thick enough to be that bad. I thought it while I actually stood in front of my closet and picked what I thought was one of my nice button-down shirts and rolled the sleeves up. I thought it while I pulled my hair back and studied my reflection longer than I ever cared to.

The colors of my tattoos on my forearms seemed brighter when I wondered what Anna thought when she saw them. Her ex-husband was clean-cut. Buttoned-up. He fit the stereotype of whatever stupid research job he'd had.

And I was the exact opposite. I worked with my hands, came home smelling like sawdust and sweat and drywall mud and hard, physical labor.

I was different than what she was used to.

Maybe that's why I was going along with this. Because even though I knew that giving Anna space to work through her divorce without me smothering her was the right thing, I also knew that Michael and Brooke weren't wrong. I'd never admit that to them, but I knew it.

I also knew that despite my plan, some friendly intervention wouldn't hurt. It was uncomfortable for me to imagine ways to manufacture time with Anna, save just asking her out. Which would come.

It would.

"When it's the right time," I told myself as I slid my arms into my coat and walked out to my truck.

It was 8:02 when I walked into the bar, which was packed. Later, there would be a band playing on the stage on the lower level of the bar, where Michael had secured a large booth for our group. I made my way through the crowd, shrugging off my coat as I did.

A group of women turned in my direction as I passed, and someone made a comment I couldn't hear through the din, but it made them all laugh and my face heated regardless. I wasn't blind to the attention that I got from women, I just didn't care about it. I never had.

Garrett stood up from the booth and waved when he saw me. I jerked my chin and walked over. The band was setting up, but the music playing from the sound system was bluesy and southern, heavy on the guitars and bass. I saw Michael and Brooke, Garrett and Rory, Dylan and Kat, but no Anna yet. Cole and Julia weren’t there either. There were two spots open right at the end of our booth.

I gave Michael a look and he shrugged innocently.

Someone touched my back and I looked over my shoulder to see Anna.

"Looks like we're both a little late to the party," she said, leaning up so I could hear her. She smelled like warmth and spice and woman, and I tilted my head down unthinkingly, so I could inhale her scent before she moved away.

"I guess so."

"Anna," Rory said. "There's a hook right there for our coats. It's pretty warm back here in the booth."

Anna blinked. "Oh, okay." She turned to take her purse off her shoulder and Rory gave me a meaningful look before staring at Anna's coat. Okay, so tonight was going to be like that. Garrett grinned and slung an arm around his wife. I set my jaw and shook my head, but leaned closer to Anna regardless.

"I can take that for you," I said by her ear. She looked over her shoulder and gave me a small smile when I helped slide her coat off her shoulders. I gulped audibly, because her dress was light purple and tight. Tight everywhere. While I stood there holding her coat, she used her hands to gather all her hair and pull it over one shoulder.

"Thank you."

If I was capable of speech, I’m quite sure I would’ve said You’re welcome. Or maybe you are sublimely perfect and I could watch you do that with your hair all day long on a loop.

Rory waved her to one of the open spots at the back of the booth, which left the last spot right next to her. Of course. Michael smiled and Brooke bounced in her seat a little. Kat took a conspicuous sip from her margarita while I hung Anna's coat and then slid into the booth next to Anna.

Her hip brushed mine and she smiled again. "Tight quarters."

They sure were. And every single freaking eye at our table was on the two of us. I leaned forward and picked up the menu, even though I wasn't sure it was smart for me to add alcohol into the mix with so much outside help already.

"Where are Cole and Julia?" I asked Brooke.

"Ugh, babysitter bailed last minute because she was sick or something."

I nodded. If there was a couple who probably didn't mind staying in because their babysitter canceled, it was probably Cole and Julia.

"Honestly, I think they were excited about it," Brooke said.

I smiled a little. "I bet they were."

A waitress came around, and when Anna leaned in my direction, I had to close my eyes because the ends of her hair were draped across my bare forearm.

"I'll have the Sex Machine," she said loud enough that Garrett shoved his fingers in his ears and started humming loudly. Rory burst out laughing at Garrett's reaction, and I had to grit my teeth at the delighted peals of laughter that Anna let out when the waitress left.

It was a new kind of torture to be seated next to her. Sitting across from her, I would've been able to unabashedly watch that laughter, absorb the sound like it was the only thing I could hear. Watch the way it curved her lips and showed glimpses of her white teeth and pink tongue. But next to her, I could feel it. Feel the way it made her shoulders shake, because her shoulders were pressed against me.

Every time she swayed to a song, with perfect natural rhythm, my skin hummed and I wanted to sweep my hands over her body to know what those movements felt like under my fingers.

Around us, people talked about work and home, family and friends, plans for the holidays. There was laughter and happiness. Anna and I maybe have been the impetus for the get together, but it was clear we were overdue for something like this.

"So, Tristan," Kat said loudly. Too loudly to be natural. "I was trying to convince Dylan that he needs to grow his hair out."

Dylan gave her a weird look until she elbowed him in the side. "Yes. She was."

"Why's that?" I asked against my better judgment.

Kat blinked. "I mean, guys with long hair are hot. Aren't they hot, Anna?"

Oh.dear.sweet.hell. If I crawled under the booth, would it be too obvious? Because I was not going to make it through this night.

Anna shifted so that she could face me, and she gave me a mock appraising look. I held my breath when she grinned, mainly because I was afraid what would come out of my mouth if I didn't.

You're perfect for me.

I adore everything about you.

Stuff like that. So yeah, I held my breath. Especially when she lifted her hand like she was going to touch my hair, but she dropped it after a moment.

My entire body was strung tight, like someone had a rubber band pulled to the point just before it broke.

"I'd have to vote in the hot column, Kat." Then gave me a wink so small, I almost missed it. Like we had a secret. Did we?

Was she ... was she flirting with me?

Absently, I sipped my water, wondering when I'd gotten so bad at this.

Anna's second drink was delivered, not a Sex Machine this time, and she took a tentative sip, then proclaimed it a winner. Garrett reached his arm along the back of the booth and tapped the wall behind us to get my attention. Then he held up his phone. Mine vibrated in my pocket and I cursed the idiocy of the people I'd invited in my life.

I pulled my phone out and tilted the screen so Anna wouldn't be able to read it.

Garrett: Talk to her, you giant hipster Jesus of a man. SHE JUST SAID LONG HAIR WAS HOT. WHAT MORE COULD YOU WANT OUT OF LIFE???

Over Anna and Rory's heads, I gave him a warning look, which he met with one of his own. My phone buzzed again.

Garrett: So help me, dude. If you don't step up soon, I'll take matters into my own hands and you don't want that.

I rolled my eyes and took another sip of my water. Buzz, buzz, buzz.

Garrett: DON'T PUSH ME. I'll go up to the bar, find the most unsuitable guy there and PAY HIM to dance with Anna so your chicken-shit ass has to sit here and watch.

Finally, my fingers started flying across the screen, because my annoyance turned to actual anger.

Me: This isn't a game. Don't it treat it like one. I've been sitting here for twenty minutes, can you COOL IT?

"Oooh, who are you texting?" Anna whispered next to me and I slammed my phone down on the table, face down. Her face was so close to mine. I hated that they were all watching us, hated it so much that it made my bones hurt with the desire to be alone with her like this.

It would've been easy for me to slide my arm along the back of the booth, when I realized, why wouldn’t I do that?

So I did. My arm didn't touch her, but it allowed me to tilt my head closer and pretend like I hadn't heard her.

"What was that?" Oh, I was going to hell.

She lifted her chin at my phone. "You don't strike me as the type who would text while you're out with friends, Mr. No Social Media."

That made me pull back in surprise. She was right. I wasn't that type at all. I hated when people did it.

There was no judgment or annoyance in her face, just genuine curiosity. Her lashes were so long around her eyes, the bright, moving colors in the bar cast her cheekbones in shades of pink and purple, and I hated them. Anything that hid her, that distorted her features suddenly felt garish and wrong.

Garrett coughed loudly, and I shook my head. "Actually, it was your brother."

Her brow furrowed. "What was?"

"Your brother was texting me, and you know how annoying he can be when he feels ignored."

Anna sighed and turned to give Garrett a look that I couldn’t see. "You would text someone sitting three people away from you."

"You told her," Garrett accused.

"Yup,” I said.

He narrowed his eyes, and I could feel Anna looking between us. Rory was the only other person really paying attention to the exchange. After a moment, Garrett pulled his wallet out and made a dramatic show of pulling out a twenty.

I narrowed my eyes. He wouldn't.

"I'll be right back," he announced, and I glared at his retreating back.

"Man, it's times like this where I love reminding him that I'm only legally his sister and my gene pool is not the same as his."

I smothered a grin and took another drink of water, tried desperately to quell my rising sense of panic that Garrett actually would. "You say that to him?"

Anna laughed. "I do. Not often, but it's fun to give him shit."

I wasn't familiar with the typical family dynamics when one sibling was adopted and one wasn't, but Garrett and Anna seemed to have such a healthy relationship, so maybe theirs was the norm. Garrett wasn't back at the table yet, but when a man in his mid to late forties approached the table, I stiffened immediately.

Apparently Garrett would, and he did. That ass.

The man was tall, and if Garrett meant 'inappropriate' in the way that he was completely normal looking, then he hit the nail on the head. Begrudgingly, I had to admit that he was a good-looking guy, and he smiled at Anna like he just won the lottery.

"Excuse me, can I be completely forward and ask if you'd like to dance?"

Brooke's eyes widened comically, and Anna stammered a bit next to me, but it didn't sound like a no. "There's only a couple people dancing."

The man put on a charming smile that had earned him roughly twenty bucks. "Then we'll make it a couple more. If you say yes."

He held out his hand, and I had to clench my fists so as not to knock it away.

Anna gave me a brief questioning look, and I held her eyes, my heart thudding uncomfortably in my chest. Too big and too loud, there was no way she couldn't hear it. It felt like the whole bar could hear it. The choice was mine, it was clear. I didn't have to let this happen, all I had to do was make a choice. Take a chance.

"Do you want to dance?" I asked her instead of moving out of the booth so she could go to him.

She pulled in a deep breath and didn't look away.

"I..." she paused and glanced at the man who was waiting patiently, "I wouldn't mind a dance."

I nodded slowly. There was no tangling of words, no hesitation this time when I spoke. "Do you want to dance with him?"

Slowly, so slowly, her lips curved into a smile. "I'd rather dance with someone I know."

I nodded again, and stood from the booth, my back to the stranger who just made the easiest money he'd ever make in his life, because he wasn't getting shit for it. Then I held out my hand to Anna. There was no shake. No tremor visible while I waited for her. "Shall we?"

It seemed like the entire table held its breath until Anna slid her palm against mine. Her fingers were cool and smooth when I wrapped mine around them and pulled her from the table. Garrett took his seat next to Rory, smiling smugly. Anna glanced behind her, and everyone looked away immediately.

The song that played as we walked toward the dance floor was soft and sweet, the singer’s voice raising goose bumps along my arms and I recognized the weight of Anna's hand in my own. Now I might have been shaking slightly, or maybe I imagined it.

There were only a handful of other couples swaying to the music, but when we faced each other, I saw a few others stand up and make their way over. Anna's hands slid up my shoulders and she folded her fingers together behind my neck. The curve of her waist was impossibly small under my palm, and my entire being vibrated with the violent desire to pull her flush against my body. But I held her at a respectable distance, my fingers spread across her lower back.

We didn't so much dance as we swayed gently, even though my pulse was hammering dangerously.

Anna's fingers moved against the back of my neck and I looked down into her face, so precious to me that I had no way to keep it off my expression.

Not when I was this close to her, knowing that against me, her face would tuck perfectly underneath my chin, that if I wrapped my arms fully around her back, her nose would hit right at the base of my throat.

Not when I could see the delicate ridge of her collarbone disappear under her dress, or how she took shallow breaths that seemed to match the beat of the song and how it expanded her slender rib cage under my fingers.

"You haven't been working too hard, have you?" she asked, tilting her chin back so that she could study my face.

For a moment, I held my breath, because I wondered how many of my thoughts were stamped, inked, tattooed over me for her to see. But her face only held kind interest.

"I don't think so."

She hummed, her eyes searching my features. "You look tired."

"Gee thanks."

Anna laughed and shook her head as we spun in slow circles. "You know what I mean."

"Do I?" I murmured. Briefly, I glanced back at our booth, and every single person was turned in our direction and staring unapologetically. I rolled my eyes and tried to turn us in a way that wasn't obvious to Anna.

I didn’t want any of them intruding on this moment, not even from a distance. It was mine, and it was hers. No one else belonged in it with us.

Her fingers traced an absent pattern against my skin and I felt that movement slide hot down my spine, all the way to my toes. "It's just my way of making sure that you're not overdoing it because of me."

My eyes closed briefly, because I had been. Not because I felt any sort of pressure from her, but because of my stupid brain.

"I won't overdo it." My hands itched to tangle in her hair when I felt the ends brush against my knuckles. This was almost too much, but I'd stay. I'd stay as long as my feet could hold me in this perfect moment, and even then, I'd refuse to walk away if she didn't want me to.

Anna gauged the truthfulness of my answer and must have been satisfied, because she smiled, tipping her chin down slightly.

"You're a very respectful dancer, Tristan," she said quietly, so quietly that I almost didn't hear her.

"Am I?" Was that my voice? It sounded like I’d gargled with acid.

My sanity was thready and thin, almost non-existent, and the only thing keeping me in that precarious balance was each breath in and out. My body screamed at me to pull her into me, bury my nose in her hair and make her feel warm and safe and surrounded by all the things that I couldn't find the strength to say.

If I'd ever marveled at my own self-control, it had never been anything compared to this moment. The pain, the perfection, of holding her, even with the smallest distance separating us was so great and heavy that it felt impossible to endure.

But I would.

I'd hold her just like this every single day if that's all she needed of me, until the moment she was ready for more.

She smiled up at me, so sweetly that I lost another ounce of my soul to her. She could have all of it. She already did. "I like it. Not all men are."

I felt heat crawl up the back of my neck and my fingers tightened reflexively against the smooth line of her back. "Gotta keep room for the Holy Spirit in the middle when you dance."

Her smile bloomed immediately, and for a suspended, horrifying moment, I couldn't believe those words had actually come out of my mouth, an embarrassing throwback to something my mom had told us when we were in middle school and heading out to our first dance.

Anna pressed her lips together before speaking. "Is that so?"

I closed my eyes for a beat and sighed before looking at her again. "If you tell Michael I just said that, I'll never, ever live it down."

Her laugh was immediate and loud, her head tipped back from the force of it, and I was so incredibly happy sharing this moment with her, even if I’d said something horribly stupid, I didn’t care. She made me so happy, something I always imagined being able to relish in, and now I was. Her eyes widened when she looked at me again.

Before I realized what was happening, one of her hands slid from my neck to lightly cup the side of my face. Her thumb rested next to my mouth. "There it is," she whispered.

"What?"

"Your smile." Affection warmed her eyes, and I struggled to keep breathing. "I knew it was in there."

Her hand returned to my neck, and mercifully, she didn't say anything else. And me? I was incapable of speech without embarrassing myself completely.

I'll never leave you, not if you give me the chance to stay.

You are meant to be in my arms.

I'm so in love with you.

The song ended and for a moment, she didn't move. Neither did I.

"Thank you, Tristan." Anna looked down, and I couldn't place the emotion on her face when she lifted her chin again. "It's been years since anyone has asked me to dance. I’m really glad it was you.”

When she pulled away and walked back to the table, I followed, knowing that she couldn't have taken another ounce of my soul with that smile.

She owned every part of it. And even with that knowledge, Anna had the ability to break my heart for her all over again.


Chapter Twenty


Anna



“I can assure you that this won't happen again, Millie."

She narrowed her eyes at me, and I fought to sit still. To not shrink slightly under the iron weight of her annoyance. It wasn't really aimed at me, but it felt like it was.

"He should be here."

"I agree."

We'd made plans to meet Millie out at the house for an update, since drywall was up and the new flooring had been delivered, though not installed yet. Tristan hadn't shown up.

My first thought had been instant worry for him, but I couldn't say the same for Millie.

"I expect professionalism from all of my subcontractors on a job of this level," she continued, this time staring down the foreman like he'd done something wrong too. Underneath his hard hat, his ruddy cheeks flushed even deeper red, and I tried to give him a comforting smile.

Will and I had worked together on a few jobs, and there was nothing that made him more uncomfortable than confrontation with the client, given his easy temperament.

"Tristan is incredibly professional, Millie," I said in a soothing, but not patronizing, voice. "I've seen some of your pieces already and they will be stunning once everything is finished. I promise."

One perfect silver eyebrow arched. "Are you a woodworker now that you can promise me that?"

I let out a deep breath. "No, but his reputation precedes him. And I've seen what he's accomplished so far. I love it. On his behalf, I apologize for the miscommunication. It's quite likely I told him the wrong time."

Will cleared his throat, because he could see right through my bluster, but it was either that or snap at her because a clawing defensiveness was making my spine stiff and rigid as she insinuated that Tristan wasn't professional.

Millie let out a slight humph, but accepted my apology with a nod. "It can't happen again."

"It won't," I promised.

Will took pity on me and drew her over into the kitchen now that my portion was over, and my shoulders dropped slightly. Taking a small portion of the blame for Tristan wasn't hard, because there was no way she'd hire someone to replace him at this phase of construction, but I hated the idea that it might cost him future business if she thought he was flighty.

Tristan. Flighty.

It was laughable. Tristan was one of the most steady, reliable men I'd ever met. I didn't need to dig very deep to know that he was almost certainly working himself too hard. I'd seen the circles under his eyes when we danced, saw the faint lines of fatigue on his chiseled face.

That. Dance.

While I walked to my car, I welcomed the cold air against my cheeks, because any time I'd thought about it in the last few days, I felt ... warm. Really, really warm.

There wasn't even one singular moment that I could pinpoint through his complete respectability, his almost painful gentlemanly exterior that could cause me to feel that way. Something about how much bigger he was than me maybe. Or the way his hands, large and hot through the material of my dress, never strayed beyond the small of my back.

Actually, the most surprising moment had been when he'd asked me to dance in the first place. The way he'd looked at me in the booth, goodness. It flipped my belly upside down even remembering it. Those deep brown eyes had been so dialed in on me that it still left me slightly breathless.

I’d wanted him to ask me to dance.

Sitting next to him all night, his arm stretched out behind me and the heat of his body up against mine, I very much wanted Tristan to be the one who led me out onto the dance floor. Not some random stranger, no matter how kind he’d seemed.

And even though the dance had only lasted a few short minutes, the span of a single song, I was struggling to not obsess over it. Even days later.

This was the part of single life that I didn’t miss, and still felt a little bit unprepared for. The dissection of feelings, of gestures and looks and responses. What did he mean when he said that? Did a vague text response mean he was mad at me? Or was he simply busy at work? When he touched my arm like that, did it mean something? Or something?

Because there was a difference, thank you very much.

Placing Tristan within the crosshairs of my emotional analysis felt like I was doing something vaguely wrong, because of what Garrett had said to me. His warning was so clear, this is not a dude you toy with, whether it’s intentional or not.

And yet, I couldn’t not mull over these little snippets of time that I kept experiencing with a man who intrigued me, who I undoubtedly found attractive, who made me feel good, who’d proven to be a surprising friend when I needed one. Those moments with Tristan held weight, even if it was only to me at this point.

If it was one-sided, that side being me, and Tristan was only being kind to his friend’s sister, then I’d never want to embarrass him.

And if it wasn’t, I wanted to tread carefully, because of what Garrett told me about him.

In my hand, my phone buzzed, a text from the man himself like my thoughts had summoned him.

Michael: Hey, you haven’t heard from Tristan at all today, have you? He’s not answering his phone.

My brow furrowed instantly, worry making my fingers cold.

Me: I tried to call him a couple times too. He missed a client meeting. I didn’t think that was typical.

Michael: He mentioned he wasn’t feeling well last night, so maybe he’s sick? I’m about to walk into a client meeting, so I can’t duck out of work to check on him until tonight, but I can let you know once I do.

I shook my head while I tucked my phone in my purse. "Of course you got sick, you stubborn man."

When we danced, I’d seen the tiredness in his eyes. My brother would rather have his teeth pulled sans anesthesia than admit to not feeling well, so maybe Tristan was the same way.

Not to generalize one half of the gender split so widely, but men didn’t have the best reputation for admitting when they didn’t feel well. And Tristan … was a man. Especially with that hair, and the impossibly broad shoulders, I thought with an unrepentant grin. Another thing I’d tried not to obsess over since Saturday … the way he filled out the shirt he'd been wearing.

It stretched. Nicely. That's all I'm sayin'.

As I started the drive back toward Denver, I thought about him feverish and miserable, alone in his house. Maybe even throwing up. I knew that once Michael moved in with Brooke, Tristan never got a new roommate. He was completely alone.

I hated being sick. One of the ways my mom had spoiled Garrett and I was to unapologetically baby us when we didn't feel well. She loved making us toast and soup and refilling our cup of Sprite, complete with a straw and everything.

It wasn't that I owed Tristan, precisely, but I did feel bad because I knew he'd overworked because of this job. Which was the only reason I could explain why I called Brooke.

Or the only one I’d ever admit out loud.

"Hey!" she answered brightly. "What's up?"

"I think I'm having a stupid idea, and I need you tell me if it is."

"It's what I'm best at."

I laughed. "Okay. Well, Tristan just missed a client update meeting, and Michael just texted me that Tristan wasn’t feeling well last night."

"Ugh, that's not good. Is the client pissed?"

Yup. "Millie will be fine." I glanced in the rear-view mirror, squinting slightly at the sun reflecting back at me. "I feel bad because I noticed on Saturday how exhausted he looked, and I know he's working so hard on this job. Is it stupid to stop by his house and bring him a get-well care package?"

"Not stupid at all," Brooke said before I'd barely finished my sentence, and I blinked at how enthusiastic she sounded. "I think that's a spectacular idea, in fact. Those Whitfield boys just love having someone fawn over them while they're sick."

"Really?" Tristan didn't strike me as someone who wanted any fawning, but maybe I was wrong.

"Uh-huh. Let me text Michael while we're talking and get some ideas."

"Oh, don't bother him, I know he’s working. I can come up with some stuff. I'll just drop it off, I don't want to bug him."

"Nonsense. There's a spare key tucked into a magnetic box underneath the right side of the porch. When Michael doesn’t feel well, he always wants chicken noodle soup, so maybe Tristan is the same way. Spoon feed him that shit if necessary."

My eyebrows furrowed. "Do you think that'll be necessary?"

"Who knows? Maybe he's really sick. Can you imagine if you drop it off and he barely has the strength to even stay standing when he tries to heat it up?" Brooke clucked her tongue sadly. "I was that sick with the flu when Julia was staying with me, before I had the twins. It was miserable, I'm telling you. Thought I was dying."

"I wouldn't want that," I said slowly, and I scrambled to think through my afternoon at the office. The truth was, I really didn't have anything after my meeting with Millie. "I guess it wouldn’t hurt to check on him while I’m there."

"Excellent. Also, I did text Michael and he also thinks it’s a great plan. He said no ginger ale because he hates it, and those little oyster crackers piss him off because of how small they are. Saltines only."

“Huh. I thought Michael was walking into a client meeting, which is why he couldn’t check on Tristan.”

Brooke was quiet on the other end of the line. “Oh! Umm, I’m sure he is. Maybe he stepped away for a minute when he saw it was me.” She cleared her throat. “Remember. Only saltines.”

I laughed. "Okay, okay. I'll stop at the store over by his house. I'll let you know how it goes."

"No rush," she answered airily. "Have fun!"

Fun? I stared at my phone when she hung up abruptly. "Thanks?"

It was over an hour later, a full grocery bag in one arm, that I stood on Tristan's front porch and hoped this didn't blow up in my face. He didn't answer when I knocked quietly, and through the windows on the side of the door, I couldn't see anything. Inside, there wasn’t a single light on.

Briefly, I hesitated, because letting myself in with the hidden spare key might cross over into intrusive territory, but I couldn't shake the image of him miserable and unable to do anything, so I set my bag down on a beautiful Adirondack chair next to me and crouched down on the right side of the porch to where the lip of cement ended. My hand felt under the edge until I felt the cool metal of the key box.

It slid into the lock silently, and I took a deep breath before I turned it.

"Here goes nothing."


Chapter Twenty-One


Anna



The house was dark, quiet and almost eerily still when I let myself in. The sound of the paper bag when I shifted it in my arm was jarring in the silence.

"Tristan?" I said quietly. Still standing by the entrance, I paused and listened, but didn't hear anything. Because I couldn't help myself, I took in his home, the space that he spent all his time in. You could tell so much about a person by the things they chose to surround themselves with, by the colors they chose and the furniture that they picked.

Nothing about Tristan's home surprised me—warm, neutral colors on the wall, dark tones in the furniture, which all looked worn and inviting and comfortable, but not shabby in the slightest. His dining room table almost made me gasp, and I leaned in to run my hand over the surface. He'd inlaid a design into the wood, crisp, sharp edges with a natural edge around the table itself. It could easily seat eight people, maybe ten, and it dominated the space. He'd chosen nothing that could soften it in the open space, no rug underneath or decor along the top, but my mind spun with possibilities.

Three drum lights hung over the center would look amazing, especially wrapped in linen, maybe a long rectangular box with some succulents for a centerpiece. So many possibilities.

"Holy table envy," I said under my breath. The chairs were all handmade too, slightly mismatched, but somehow, they worked. His kitchen was immaculate, warm cherry cabinets and stainless appliances, only an empty can of soup in the sink and an opened, empty box of crackers on the granite. Quietly, I set the bag down.

My hands ran over the back of the couch while I shamelessly peeked around, and the material was soft and wonderful under my fingertips, almost like a leather bomber jacket that someone had taken years to break in just right. The TV mounted to the wall was as large as I expected in a bachelor's home, but the bookshelves on either side of it were chock full of books of all kinds. Travel, carpentry, philosophy, some poetry, a few crime novels sprinkled throughout.

In the corner was a large leather chair that I imagined he used for reading all these different books, and a matching ottoman that was clearly well-used. Next to it was a small cherry end table with a scarred surface that was simple, but when I ran my hands over the edge, I still saw stamps of his workmanship.

The layout of his house was similar to Garrett's, and I quietly crept down the hallway toward where I imagined I’d find the master bedroom. My foot froze when I finally heard something, like someone shivered, followed by the rustle of blankets.

His bedroom was dark, and again, I questioned the sanity of essentially breaking into someone's home who hadn't invited me and hoped that he was okay with me seeing him sick. Through some heavy curtains, the muted gold light of the afternoon gave me just enough that I could see a massive California King bed with a headboard that had to have been made by him.

Ho-lee headboard envy, I thought with no small amount of wonder. He was almost stupid talented, honestly. But my attention snapped from it when I heard Tristan cough. He sounded awful, the hacking sound chesty and wet, the kind that almost made you want to cough in response just in case you could help them feel better.

There was a large lump underneath the simple dark gray bedspread and I crept around the side that I thought he was facing. My heart lurched when I saw how he was laying, with his arms curled around his pillow and his face buried into it like he was clutching it in a hug. He wasn't wearing a shirt, and I would've had to be dead not to see how his biceps curved up when he tightened his grip. But the riot of color from his tattoos was what held my eyes, more than anything.

The designs were beautiful, and in the dim light of his room, I had a hard time making out exactly what was in the blacks and blues and deep purples that covered the top half of his arm.

I left the room and turned on the hallway light so that I could see him better without waking him, and then perched carefully on the edge of the bed so that I could lay my hand on his forehead.

"Oh my," I whispered, "no wonder you didn’t call."

He was hot, the skin clammy and almost painfully warm against the back of my fingers.

Tristan made a groaning noise, and I smoothed a hand over his forehead, wiping my thumb along the wrinkles that popped up when he made another pained sound.

"Sshhh," I said a bit louder. "We'll get some medicine in you, okay? You'll feel better soon. I promise."

In his troubled sleep, he settled at the sound of my voice. It was the first time I'd ever seen Tristan's hair down, and briefly, I let my fingers drift over the tangled brown locks over his shoulders. It was darker than I thought, and I almost giggled when I imagined asking him what product he used to make it so soft.

I left the bedroom and unpacked the things I'd bought at the store, glad I got the full array. Cough drops, tissues, Sprite, a box of straws, saltines (not oyster crackers), bread, the good kind of chicken noodle soup from the deli, and bottles of both Advil and Tylenol so that he could alternate if necessary. Since I wasn't sure if he had a thermometer, I'd gotten one of those too.

To find a pair of scissors so I could open that asinine, impossible to open, adult-proof packaging that they thought thermometers needed to be in, I had to do some searching through the drawers in his kitchen. As talented as Tristan was making furniture, the culinary arts clearly weren't of importance to him, because at least four of those beautiful, deep drawers were completely empty.

"Unbelievable," I muttered, but couldn't help a smile. Every piece of him that I uncovered felt important, felt like I was learning something valuable that others might not know about him. Tristan was so self-contained, and it made me itchy to dig beneath the surface.

My obsessing over the dance we shared had me asking questions that I’d never really put thought into before.

Namely, how was he single?

He was clearly handsome, almost painfully so. Rugged and strong and precisely the kind of masculine that drove women to tittering and hair-tossing in his presence. I'd seen it happen, actually.

He was talented and kind, employed and owned a home. Not even simply kind, he was unthinkingly chivalrous. No criminal record that I was aware of. By every standard, he was a catch with a capital C.

But I'd never seen him with a woman. Never seen him bring one home on the odd night the whole group had gone out and I'd been invited. There’d never even been a time where I’d seen him buy someone a drink, go talk to a woman at the bar for a few minutes of shared conversation.

I stopped mid-opening of the first container of soup, my hand suspended in the action. Maybe Tristan was gay. I didn't think so though. Being in interior design, my gaydar was pretty well-honed, and I didn't get a single non-heterosexual vibe from him. And I could tell, even with the straight looking ones.

No, Tristan wasn't gay. And even if he was, I still wouldn't understand why he was single.

I poured some Sprite into a plastic cup that I found over the sink and popped in one of the straws from the box. The sight of it made me laugh, especially when I imagined giving it to him. He'd think I'd lost my damn mind, that was for sure.

When I entered his room again, he'd turned to his back and oh my, okay, hello Tristan's chest. I froze, feeling very much like a perv.

The wide expanse of it was ... well, it was perfect. He had a sprinkling of chest hair, dark to match the hair on his head, and the round muscles of his pecs shifted when he tried to get comfortable. Visible above the edge of the blankets were the first couple lines of his abs, the edge of muscle clear as was the line that bisected each side.

He moaned again, one of his large hands came to rest over his heart, and I frowned. He was still feverish, it was clear in his discomfort. I set the soup and Sprite down on the nightstand and went into his bathroom to find a washcloth.

You know, I was having all sort of envy today.

Dinner table envy.

Headboard envy.

A little chest ogling that made me envious that some women got to enjoy those kinds of chests envy.

And now I was adding master bathroom envy to the list.

It was huge and bright without being sterile, wood-framed mirrors over dual sinks and beautiful tile work in an open-air shower that seriously almost made my mouth water. And the tub. Get the eff out with the garden tub. I allowed myself one moment to whimper at the sight of it before I searched out a washcloth in the linen closet next to the shower.

I ran some cool water over it until it was damp, and then sat on the edge of the bed so I could take his temperature. I'd gotten one of those temporal ones, just swipe it over the forehead was what the directions said. So I turned it on and gently hooked his chin so that his head was angled away from me. In a gentle arc, I swiped the scope over his skin and grimaced when the display read one-oh-two point one.

After setting the thermometer aside, I laid the washcloth over his forehead and he jerked slightly.

"Sorry about that," I said, cupping the side of his face to bring it back to the way he was originally facing.

His beard was soft when it tickled my palm. When I let my hand linger, his eyes blinked a few times until he tried to focus on my face.

"Wh-what?" he said, his voice hoarse and confused, slow coming out of his mouth. "Anna?"

"Hi,” I said softly. “Do you need something to drink?"

But he didn't answer. Tristan stared. And stared. The slow, deliberate blinks of his eyelids got longer and heavier, like he was fighting sleep. Sluggishly, he clutched my hand to his face and let out a shuddering breath, his eyelids falling shut.

If his face was warm, his hand was even warmer as it trapped mine against his skin. The veins mapping along the top of his hand fascinated me, until he did what he did next.

He turned his head and breathed against my fingers. His nose buried right at the spot where my fingers ended at the joint, I watched slack-jawed as Tristan Whitfield pressed a tender kiss into my palm. His lips were dry and warm, and they lingered.

Lingered!

With one last deep inhale of my skin, he turned his face back into his pillow and his eyes remained closed.

"What the fu—" I whispered, catching myself lest he was able to hear me.

In his sleep, he mumbled something, and I leaned in.

“What did you say?” I asked quietly, my hand still against his face for some reason.

“Stay,” he breathed. “Please stay.”

His voice was garbled and indistinct, but I heard his words that time, feeling my eyes widen as I realized what he’d said.

Very carefully, I pulled my hand from underneath his and took a few minutes to just ... stare at him. Because umm, what the hell was that?

1- Tristan was feverish. People did weird things when they were feverish.

2- He'd said my name, so he knew it was me.

3- What was that?

Before I could dissect it further, even if that would've helped, my phone started vibrating in my pocket. I snuck out of the room before I picked up the call from Michael.

"Hey, what's up?"

"I heard you're playing nurse."

I smiled, peering back into the bedroom, but Tristan wasn’t moving in the slightest. "Something like that. He's pretty out of it. I'm not surprised he missed work with that temp."

Michael grunted. "Well, I'll warn you that Tristan is an awful patient. Like trying to wrestle a cat into a bathtub to get him to take any medicine, even if it'll make him feel human."

I couldn't stop my laugh at the image. "Noted. Even if he just lets me heat up some soup before I go, I'll feel useful. Unless you'd rather check on him? I don't want it to be weird that I'm the one here."

"Oh no, no, no," Michael rushed to assure me. "I promise my brother would rather see your pretty face than mine when he wakes up more. He'd probably punch me in the balls if I took his temperature for him."

"We wouldn't want that."

"Nope." He cleared his throat. "But he's not like, dying or anything?"

"No. Just regular ol' flu from what I can see. It doesn't look like he was throwing up at all."

"Blech. Good. I can handle a lot now because of the twins, but vomit is not one of them. I'm a sympathy puker, so it just makes things worse for Brooke if I try to help."

I laughed. "Well, I'll remember that. But I think he'll be fine."

"Thanks, Anna. I appreciate you checking on him. It means a lot."

"No problem." And it wasn't, truly.

But as I sat and waited for Tristan to wake, unsuccessfully, I stared at him from the doorway of his bedroom and thought. What had Winnie the Pooh called it? Puzzling. I puzzled and puzzled and puzzled some more, to no avail.

He’d asked me to stay. Or whoever he thought I was. No, even that didn’t explain it—if he thought I was someone else—because he said my name before falling back asleep.

While he slept, I went into the kitchen and cleaned off the counters with disinfecting wipes that I found under the sink. All the things I’d bought at the store were organized neatly up against the backsplash, and I found the recycle bin in the laundry room for the empty soup containers.

By the time I went back into his room, the soup on the nightstand was cold. Tristan shifted slightly, and I pressed the back of my hand to his forehead again.

It felt the same.

Picking up the bowl, I took it back into the kitchen to reheat it in case he was waking up.

As I walked back into the room, he was trying to sit up.

At the sight of me, Tristan froze.

He blinked a few times. "Anna?"

I gave him a cautious smile. "Hey. I'm sorry for being so presumptuous, but when I heard you were sick, I wanted to do something to help.”

His eyes were wide as he stared, and the dark circles under them made my chest tight. He looked miserable. And very, very confused.

“I knew you were working yourself too hard," I said in an attempt to tease him.

But he didn't smile. In fact, he frowned, then broke into a deep coughing fit that wracked his large frame. Feeling awkward and out-of-place, I set down the soup, but didn't take my seat on the bed like I did when he was still sleeping.

He was still coughing, and I cautiously handed him the Sprite.

His eyes took in the straw suspiciously, and I smothered a smile when I thought about what Michael had said. Like trying to get a cat into a bath.

"I have Advil too if you want to get some of this soup down."

Grudgingly, he took a sip of the Sprite, though not out of the straw. I didn't smother the smile that time, and he frowned again.

"How did you get in the house?"

My face felt hot. "Brooke told me where the spare key is. And Michael told me what kind of stuff to get. Don't worry, no oyster crackers for you."

"Oh for crying out loud," he mumbled, his cheeks flushing a slight pink, which I knew wasn't fever.

"How are you feeling?"

"Like hell," Tristan answered right away. He laid back and closed his eyes, another shiver making his entire body tremble. "How can one stupid fever make your skin hurt?"

"I don't know." I cracked open the Advil and shook out two. "At least eat some crackers before you take these."

He eyed both options. "The soup doesn't sound bad." Then he glanced up at me. "Thank you."

"You're welcome." I smiled and held it out to him. "I think you can manage feeding yourself, despite what Brooke told me."

Tristan shook his head and took the soup from me, lifting the bowl straight to his mouth and not even bothering with the spoon. With his hair down and around his shoulders, his beard thicker than I normally saw it, something about him reminded me of the Beast, drinking from his bowl at the dinner table, and I swallowed a laugh. After a few healthy sips of the soup, he set the bowl down and let me drop the Advil into his palm.

After he took the pills, his eyes closed again and he sank down onto his pillow. "I'm sorry if I'm not very good company."

I fought the urge to check his forehead again, but with him awake and the full lucid force of his eyes able to focus on me, I didn't dare. "It's okay. I'll get out of your way now that you took something. Text me if you need anything though, okay? I don't have any plans tonight. I could … I don’t know, just watch a movie or something. Go read on the couch, be here in case you need anything."

Against his pillow, he stared at me for a few seconds, like he was doing some puzzling of his own. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him he kissed me ... or my palm, ask what the capital F that was, but the words stayed lodged in my throat. "I don’t want to make you stay, if all I’m doing is sleeping."

“The conversation skills would probably be even less than usual, huh?”

He let out a soft puff of air through his nose that I took as a laugh. “Yeah. Hard to imagine, huh?”

“I think your conversation skills are just fine,” I said quietly.

Again, he leveled his eyes at me, and even though they were still slightly glassy from the fever, exhausted from little sleep, I felt the weight of them in my stomach, heavy and pleasant.

“Thank you for the offer,” he said finally.

That was my cue. I waved it off. "Anything else before I go?"

"A sledgehammer to stop the throbbing in my head would be great."

Regretfully, I clucked my tongue. "Forgot my sledgehammer at home."

His large body was already starting to relax, and I carefully pulled the sheet up over his shoulder, unable to stop myself. Moving carefully, I used my fingers to smooth his hair away from his forehead. Against my face, I could feel the force of his dark eyes watching me, but I didn’t meet them.

Only when my hand dropped back to my side did I manage eye contact. His face was expressionless, almost carefully so. A hot burst of nerves lit my belly. “I left the thermometer in the kitchen, but I can bring it back in here.”

He licked his lips and then grimaced. “That’s fine. I’ll make my way there eventually, maybe after I sleep for a while.”

I nodded and stepped backwards, not wanting to outstay my welcome. Especially because it looked like he was falling asleep as I stood there, judging by the heaviness in his eyelids with each blink.

He knew it was me now, what would happen if I stayed as he slept? If I went and curled up in his reading chair with a book from his shelves.

Questions lay heavy on my tongue, and in my heart, as I took another step backward, still staring at him as I did. I froze when Tristan opened his eyes and zeroed in on me, but didn't speak. I returned the look evenly, curious if he could see all the unanswered questions on my face.

I blinked and cleared my throat. "Feel better, okay?"

He gave me a pained half smile and turned onto his side. "Yes, ma'am," came his mumbled reply against his pillow. Quietly, I let myself out of the house, locking the door behind me and placing the spare key back into its place.

Still crouched on his porch, I turned my hand over and stared at my palm.

If I looked hard enough at my skin, would I see where he'd touched me? A vivid outline of his lips against the lines of my hand, or just a fading mark from where his breath warmed me.

How long had it been since a simple display of affection like that had been given to me?

And the most curious of all, I couldn't stop wondering about whether Tristan had been truly thinking about me when he'd done it. More importantly, I recognized as I tried to fall asleep later that night, did I want him to have been thinking about me?

Knowing what I did about him, what would that mean for us within the framework of our strangely sweet, burgeoning friendship?

Sleep eventually came, deep and restful, but the answers to every single question eluded me.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Tristan



Twenty-four hours after Anna walked—quite inexplicably—out of my bedroom, I still felt like I wanted to die.

She texted me later that night to check on me.

Anna: How are you feeling? Did you manage to eat anything else?

Me: I had some crackers and soup, thank you. They’re helping.

Anna: I am an excellent picker of soup.

Anna: I’m really glad you’re feeling better.

They weren’t making me feel better. Short of a coma, I didn’t think anything would ever help me again.

And yes, I warred with the fact that I could have called her to return. Take her up on her offer of company. But if I spent more than five minutes contemplating it, I knew I wouldn’t.

Any scenario I'd imagined where she was within arm’s reach of my bed did not include me feverish, in desperate need of a shower and wanting to cry every time I needed to move.

Forty-eight hours later, I felt human again, though weaker than I wanted. But three days of only eating some soup and crackers and Sprite would do that. It took me another day before I went back to work, and the first person I saw was my idiot brother.

His smile, smug and wide, made me want to break his face with a two by four.

"Oh hey, pumpkin, feeling better?"

I walked past him into my shop and let the door slam loudly behind me. He came in, undeterred.

"I had an interesting talk with Anna the other night."

"Yeah, so I heard." I gave him a look. "Next time, how about don't tell her where the spare key is to my house?"

Michael cocked his head to the side. "Why? No time to hide the shrine you have of her?"

That made me pause, because my sketchbook hadn't been out, had it? Anna didn't strike me as the type who would do too much snooping, and it left a brick in my gut imagining how I might explain the few sketches I had of her face. No, it was shoved into my desk.

I let out a deep breath, because the truth was, I'd been unable to rid myself of the disquieting feeling that I'd done something embarrassing. Other than simply be sick in front of her, which was embarrassing enough.

"I'm joking, Tristan. Come on, the worst thing that could've come from it is she realizes how boring your decorating style is." He snapped his fingers. "Actually, that might be great. You could hire her to redo your place. You know, just tell her she can do whatever she wants within those four walls that would make her want to stay there and never, ever leave."

"I'm not trying to imprison her, asshole," I mumbled and flipped through some papers that had stacked up on my desk in my absence. "I'd settle for a first date at this point."

He held up his hands. "We tried. You're the one who hasn't taken it a step further."

With my head hanging down, I braced my hands on the cold surface of the table and sighed. I was sick, I wanted to argue immediately. And I had gotten sick soon after our night at the bar, after that dance, but I could've called her once I was feeling better. I could've asked her if she wanted to meet for coffee, and make sure work topics didn't come up once.

And yet, I hadn't.

Michael let out an exasperated sigh. "What are you waiting for?"

"I don't know," I told him truthfully and then shrugged. "I don't know, Michael. Did you know that me asking her to dance was the first time that had happened in years? She said that when we were done."

He grimaced. "What a tool that guy is."

"How do I know that anything she'd be looking for right now wouldn't instantly classify as a rebound? Yeah, she's gone on some dates. That doesn't mean anything about her readiness to move on."

As Michael opened his mouth to answer, my phone vibrated.

Anna: Hope you're feeling human again. :) Millie is going to be out at the house today, floors are installed, and if you've got a couple hours, I thought maybe you could bring out some of your finished pieces.

"Michael, I can't have this conversation right now."

He shook his head, but didn’t push.

There was this part of me, raw and unrestrained, that wanted to peel out of my body, turn around and shake myself. Take a stand, it would scream at whatever was left of me. Tell her. Make her understand, make her see, make her want and then don't waste whatever opportunity might come next. And then if she walks away, you'll know.

For the next few minutes, Michael helped me load up the larger delivery truck that Uncle Jim had, strapping in the dining room chairs and table, the coffee table and end tables. Everything else would have to come later. The bedroom pieces would be last, except for the burnt wood that would wrap the beams, those were already finished, but wouldn't be needed until Anna gave me the go-ahead.

When I pulled the door shut and turned the latch over, Michael clapped me on the shoulder. "Just ... just don't wait so long for some perfect sign that you miss it."

Instead of dismissing him like I wanted to, instead of telling him that I'd know Anna was ready the minute I looked in her eyes and saw it, saw whatever it was that I was looking for, I just nodded. Because if I didn't recognize that possibility that I might miss it, I'd be doing myself a disservice. Not just myself, but Anna, too.

I pulled myself into the driver's seat of the truck and took a second to send her a text that I was on my way, and then let my head fall back onto the headrest.

After so many years of watching her, absorbing any detail about her that I could glean from our interactions, it certainly felt impossible that I'd miss any signals of that magnitude. Not only that she might be ready to try for a relationship, but that trying for a relationship with me was on her radar.

The drive out to Boulder went quickly, the traffic light since it was midday, and the time that it gave me to think made me face a hard truth.

It wasn't entirely about waiting for the knowledge that Anna was ready for something serious. It meant that I was opening myself up to the horrifying possibility that even if we went out on a date, even if we dated for months, she fell in love with me, it didn't mean that it would last forever.

Not for her, at least.

Anna didn't know me in the way that I knew her. Not yet. And it wasn't impossible that she might not love the imperfect parts of me—my self-contained nature, my struggle in putting my emotions into words when it was convenient and necessary, my desire for silence and solitude to recharge—in the way that I loved the imperfect parts of her.

The parts of her that kept her with a man who clearly didn't love her or respect her or cherish her. Because I didn't think that was a bad trait, not like a lot of people might. That decision reflected her selflessness. Her tenacity. Her loyalty, even if it was misguided.

The kind of misguided loyalty that led her to break into my house uninvited to take care of me, unasked, when I was sick. Even though I could feel the heat of embarrassment hit my face again, I smiled.

For a brief second when I'd opened my eyes and saw her standing in my bedroom, I honestly thought I was hallucinating. But if I'd been doing that while sick, I'm sure the vision of Anna would've been wearing a naughty nurse outfit or something.

I shifted in my seat. Not a good thing to think about when I was five minutes away from seeing her.

For the rest of those five minutes, I blared Led Zeppelin and recited football stats and tried not to think about the fact that the last time I saw Anna, she was serving me soup while I was shirtless in bed.

Which was difficult to put out of my mind.

When I pulled down the long dirt driveway, her SUV was parked next to an Audi, which I assumed was Millie's. The foreman's work truck was at the end, and I carefully threw the truck into reverse and backed up so that I was as close to the front door as possible.

I was lifting the door when Anna stepped outside.

"Hey, thanks for coming out on short notice." She was smiling widely, her black hair shining almost blue underneath the midday sun. Her eyes twinkled, like we had an inside joke, and my ribs squeezed painfully. The fact that I didn't grab her with both hands, clutch her to me so that I could claim her pink lips in the way I wanted to every single time I saw her should've earned me some sort of self-control merit badge.

Or a medal.

Or a solid gold trophy.

"No problem."

At my gruff reply, her smile somehow got even bigger.

I set my jaw. "I was sick, okay? Everyone gets sick sometimes."

Anna laughed, a light tinkle of sound, like bells or wind chimes or angels singing. "You were an adorable patient, if that helps."

I was— what now?

Instead of answering, I blinked a few times. Because I was an idiot who took a solid three point four seconds to recognize flirting when it was aimed at me. Anna winked and went back into the house. "Will? Can you help Tristan unload this stuff?"

I hauled myself up into the back of truck and started loosening the straps holding the furniture in place, then pulling off the blankets. The foreman, Will, joined me and we carefully unloaded the table, turning it onto its side and angling it so that it would fit through the front door.

Millie stood back and watched us silently. I'd called her and apologized to her the morning after Anna came by, and she sounded fine when we spoke, but even now, she managed an air of I will ruin you if you disappoint me.

Will and I held the table wordlessly, and Anna gave small directions as to where she wanted it. Once it was down, I'd be able to appreciate the open space now that it was drywalled, floors installed, naked light bulbs hanging down from wires.

I let a small exhale of relief when the table was down. Will nodded appreciatively and Anna grinned.

"It's perfect," she whispered, leaning her head toward me.

Millie pursed her lips as she stared, her arms crossed over her chest when she started walking around the length of it. After an agonizing few moments, she snapped her iron gaze at me. "It's beautiful."

I nodded. "Thank you."

"Can I see the chairs?"

"Of course." Will, Anna and I all filed outside to pull them from the truck, assembly line style. It only took a couple minutes before they were placed evenly around the edge. The herringbone inlay in the surface of the table looked incredible underneath the lights, with sunshine streaming through the large windows facing the mountains.

Millie nodded. "I'm impressed. I can't wait to see the rest, Tristan."

Anna nudged me with her shoulder and I let out a breath of heavy relief. "I’m glad to hear it."

"Feel free to bring everything else in, but I have to go." She brushed her hands down the front of her pristine black pants, somehow free of dust or dirt even in an unfinished house. Her eyes bounced briefly between Anna and I before she spoke again. "I had my doubts, as you know, but I think the two of you make a pretty stellar design team. If you can manage to pull it through to the end, I'll recommend you to everyone I know."

And with that, she walked out like a queen.

Anna gripped my bicep and did a little bounce next to me. "Oh my word, did you hear that?"

I smiled down at her, not because of what Millie said, but because her excitement was tangible and warm and contagious. I couldn’t not smile at her. "I did. I'm happy for you."

"Be happy for us, you crazy man."

For us.

My brain switched into high gear at her innocently spoken words. Will joined in the conversation, pulling Anna away into the laundry to show her something.

For us.

For us.

Excitement made me want to wrap her in my arms, whisper into her ear that all I'd ever wanted was to be an us with her. Fear paralyzed me. That and the fact that Will was in the house, and I didn't need an audience.

I dug my fingers into my hair and pulled, like it would somehow draw a firm, decisive thought out of my muddled head.

Something was changing. Correction; something had changed.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Anna



“And you're a bitch."

I gaped up at date number six when he pushed back from the table and stalked away, not even tossing down any cash to cover the multiple drinks he had.

"Asshole," I muttered under my breath, trying to quell the bitter sting of mortification that made my chest hot, my face cold.

If being a bitch meant I didn't want to sneak off to the bathroom and 'let him make sure that what was under my dress matched my face', then I'd tattoo that word on my forehead. And of course, the glass in front of me was empty, which needed to be rectified immediately.

What made all of this worse is that I'd actually been excited about this date. Checking Bumble after a solid two week break had clearly been a mistake, despite the sudden urge to do it.

Why I’d felt that urge, almost a desperate one, was still muddy.

Part of me wanted to give it one more shot, see if the things I was feeling when I was around Tristan were about him or me. Maybe it was both, but maybe I was simply ready to feel those things with someone. Not a specific someone. Especially a specific someone who hadn’t given me any clear signals, who I knew would only pursue serious relationships.

So I Bumbled. Yet again.

There was something in John's profile that made me send him a message. He had dimples and broad shoulders, dark brown eyes and a quick sense of humor that had me laughing when we spoke on the phone to set up our date.

A quick sense of humor that hid the fact that he was a raging, misogynistic asshole, apparently.

When I realized I was one step away from sucking any remaining alcohol off the remaining ice in my glass, I wearily pushed back from the table and found an empty spot at the long wooden bar. We'd chosen the location because it was casual but not a dive, far enough outside downtown Denver that it wouldn't be uncomfortably packed on a Saturday night.

The patrons skewed a bit older, as did the music, but I liked the old-fashioned lighting that was strung down the length of the gleaming bar that had been varnished and polished to a shine. The bartender smiled at me while she poured a beer.

"Be right down," she told me, winking at the customer in front of her while she took his cash.

"No rush." I set my chin in my hands and stared blankly at the rows and rows of bottles lining the back of the bar. Suddenly, a sweet, girly drink didn't feel like enough for my mood. Was I whiskey drinker? Ooh, or maybe tequila on ice, so I could try on Badass Anna for the evening.

After a minute, she was in front of me, smiling sympathetically at the clearly miserable expression on my face.

"That bad?" she asked.

I exhaled heavily and looked at her. She was beautiful, with deep purple hair and a dainty nose ring that glittered under the low lights of the bar. Why couldn't I pull off black lipstick like that? I'd look like Vampira, and this chick looked incredible.

"He called me a bitch when I wouldn't disrobe in the bathroom with him."

She snorted. "I tell you what, first drink is on me, but I get to pick."

"Deal."

Deftly, she pulled a bottle of tequila out and flipped it upside down, adding a generous amount into a lowball glass. Giving me a quick once over, she took out the soda gun and pushed a white button before adding it to the tequila and ice.

"If I had grapefruit on hand, I'd stick a piece in there." She slid the glass toward me, watching while I took a slow sip.

"It's good."

"A Paloma. You want to ease yourself into something straight, that'll be the drink to do it."

I laughed and shook my head. "Am I that obvious?"

She scrunched up her nose. "Nah. But bad dates have a way of bringing that out in people. I'm Gretchen."

"Anna."

"Nice to meet you." When I extended my hand, she shook it. After a quick glance down the bar to make sure no one needed her, she started drying some glasses. "Usually I get bored old men sitting up here by me on a Saturday night, or bored young ones who think they've got a shot."

"Glad to mix things up a bit."

"So was it a first date and a last date, or just a last date?"

"First date and last date." I tipped my glass back and finished it in a few eye-burning swallows. If Gretchen was impressed, she didn't show it. "I'll take another, please."

While she went to work, I thought about all the stories she must have heard across this simple bar. Each patron feeling like theirs was important enough to impart to a stranger. Was mine?

Gretchen set another Paloma in front of me, and I could tell by the color that she'd added even a bit more tequila this time, which didn't bother me in the slightest. I'd sit at this bar all damn night until I sobered up, but I did not feel like I was ready to go sans alcohol.

"So what's the story? You're my best bet at entertainment for the evening, you know. Those three down there will leave sometime in the next thirty minutes, and then it’ll be a long couple hours until I close out."

Instinctively, my thumb rubbed at the spot underneath my ring finger, which was empty now. Before, the ridge of metal was a heavy reminder, and now it was just ... gone. And I was out on dates with handsome men who were calling me a bitch after a mere ninety minutes of meeting him for the first time.

I started talking.

About Marcus, my dad's will, how there wasn't a single person who could understand why I'd stayed, and how I found myself here, with absolutely no clue what I even wanted out of a man, second guessing all the things that I was feeling. About everything.

Occasionally, she'd have to serve another customer, or refill my glass, but Gretchen was a phenomenal listener. She hummed in sympathy, cursed under her breath when appropriate, laughed raucously when I told her about chucking his laptop through the doors of his office.

A solid hour later, my throat was hoarse from talking, my head was swimming pleasantly from the tequila and Gretchen gave me a large ice water.

"Look, if you want my unsolicited advice, I think you're looking at this dating thing wrong." She held up her hands. "Trust me, I made my fair share of mistakes after my divorce. You're trying out all different types of men, right? That one was steady but boring, this guy tonight was charming and handsome, and you're trying to find a list of qualities that fit into a box. But at the end of the day, it's about one thing."

I leaned in. "Please tell me what that thing is and don't say it's between his legs."

Gretchen threw her head back and cackled. "No, but knowing how to use that doesn't hurt either.”

I blushed and hated how ... non-worldly I felt sometimes.

She reached out and tapped the bar to get my attention. "The most important thing isn't a list of combined features or finding a type, it's being around someone who makes you not want to date around anymore. Where you're not sitting there defining the pieces of him into subtypes. You're simply wondering when you can see him again."

Blinking, I stared at her for a while. "That sounds remarkably simple, doesn't it?"

"It's not easy to find in another person, not the way things are done now. Apps and matches and notifications and forced interaction and algorithms pairing us with strangers."

My shoulders sagged. "It's exhausting."

"It doesn't have to be. And that's not the only way to meet someone who can make you feel that way."

Had I felt that way yet?

Certainly not on any of my dates. Not even close.

And those were the places that I was actively seeking it out, to find someone who made me simply want to be around them.

From the jukebox in the corner, I heard the beautiful strains of a song come on, but I couldn't place it. Because tequila.

I cocked my head and listened more carefully, finally connecting the dates as my body started swaying along to the slow, sweet rhythm. Tristan and I had danced to this song. She sang about tightropes and I rubbed at my chest with the blooming realization yes, of course, I had felt like that.

I'd felt like that with Tristan, even though we'd never actually been out on a date. Besides my mom, and my coworkers, he was the person I'd spent the most time with since leaving Marcus.

We were a good team. Millie had said so, damn it.

And I knew, I knew that he looked at me with at least a small amount of interest. He'd kissed my palm!

Why hadn't he ever asked me out? Even for a friendly coffee.

His lips had been connected to my skin. That had to have meant something.

Using a tequila-soaked brain to figure it out wasn’t giving me the clarity of thought that was necessary. For much of anything, really.

"Gretchen, I have had that feeling," I said slowly.

"Ooh, do tell."

First, I showed her my empty water glass. "Since I was a good girl and finished this, can I get another Paloma?"

"If you show me when you order your Uber, then sure."

While she started mixing my next drink, lighter on the tequila this time, I tapped my lips.

"He's a friend of my brother's. I've known him for years, actually. And he's polite, quiet, very ... steady." Gretchen all but sneered, and it made me laugh out loud. "No, in a good way. And he's hot," I groaned, covering my blushing cheeks with my hands. "Like sexy mountain man, with tattoos and muscles and hair that is definitely better than mine.”

She raised an eyebrow. “That sounds better than steady.”

“We’re … friends. Since I left Marcus, he’s been a good friend to me. There have been all these little moments that make me wonder whether it’s more, or if I’m just trying to make it more because I’m lonely, you know?”

“What kind of moments?”

I blew out a hard breath. “Besides the time with the flamethrower?”

Gretchen’s mouth fell open. “Not what I expected to come out of your mouth.”

I giggled, felt myself sway in my seat a little. “He put a blanket on me. And he loves pancakes as much as I do. And hates social media. And he blushes when he’s embarrassed. And we danced about a week ago, and I couldn't even figure out why it was so ... attractive to me that he was so respectful about it. But he was. But when he looked down at me?" I shook my head slowly, everything boiling up in me like a frantic, rolling wave, the moments bleeding into each other like a watercolor. "It was like ... like his eyes were warm. Do you know what I mean? I would've kept dancing with him all night if he'd asked."

My new best friend Gretchen smiled at me. "There you go. Has he asked you out?"

"No."

She pursed her lips and then held up her finger when someone called her name. I was still pouting about it when she came back.

He’d been nice to me. Tristan was nice to everyone.

His eyes were warm when we danced.

What the hell did that prove? You could look at a puppy and have the same ooey gooey eyes.

With a whimper, I dropped my forehead onto my folded hands on the bar's surface. "I'm hopeless. I'm probably just a cute little puppy."

"Oh great, she's lost it," Gretchen said.

I propped my chin on my hands. "Just overthinking. Which is not a good combo with tequila, because all my thoughts are fuzzy and too big for my brain and I don't know how to make them smaller."

She stared at me. "Yup. Just water for you for the rest of the night."

"You're no fun."

Her answering smile was enigmatic. Magically, another huge water appeared, along with a bowl of pretzels.

"Can I ask you something?"

I nodded, drinking greedily.

"Why did he stay?"

"Who?"

Apparently we were good enough friends now, Gretchen and I, that she rolled her eyes at me. "The ex. Marcus. Why did he stay?"

It felt like she'd swung a chair over my head, the way my body reacted. I sank back in the stool, grateful that it had a high back so that I didn't fall the hell off. "I—"

Gretchen's perfect black eyebrows lifted high on her forehead. "You never asked?"

"No," I whispered, my hand coming up to cover my mouth. "That's awful, isn't it? I never even really thought about it." Suddenly, with my head muffled and my emotions bouncing like a rubber ball, I sat up straighter and felt like I needed to do something. "Should I text him and ask?"

"No," she answered firmly. "Definitely not right now. But maybe someday, if it’s something you find yourself thinking about."

Nodding absently, I knew she was right. Maybe someday. Someday was good. After I slept and drank a gallon of water and finished four bowls of these pretzels.

"Want something off the menu?" Gretchen asked when I took another large handful of the meager snack she'd offered me. "Kitchen is still open for another thirty minutes."

"No, these are fine. I should think about going home actually. My head will already hate me tomorrow."

"Eh. Drink enough water and you'll be fine."

She walked away to cash out another customer, and I pulled my phone out, carefully scrolling until I saw the Uber app. Did I want some quiet stranger taking me home? Not really. No more than I'd wanted to bare myself to John the Asshole in the bar bathroom.

I just wanted someone who I trusted not to judge me, who'd make sure I was safe and taken care of with a ridiculous amount of tequila working its way through my body.

My thumbs were moving before I could put too much thought into whether it was a good idea or not.

Me: I'm sorry to text you so late, but I find myself in need of a safe ride home. Me + a bad date + tequila = no driving. Could you come and pick me up?

I hit send and gently set my phone down on the bar. Leaning my head in my hand, I let my eyes fall closed. My head was so heavy. All my limbs sagged like they were being set in concrete. Maybe I could just nap here until I heard back. There was a chime from my phone, and my eyelids popped open. That was fast.

Tristan: Already in my truck. Where are you?

"Gretchen? What's the address?"

She looked up from the cash register. "Doesn't Uber automatically recognize the location?"

My face flushed hot. "I asked a friend to come get me."

Her eyes narrowed.

I lifted my chin. "Tristan. I asked Tristan if he could give me a ride home."

Gretchen's lips curved into a small smile. "Hand it to me. We don't want any typos, do we?"

With a shake of my head, I handed it over to her and she did as she said. By the time I had my phone back, he was answering, those three gray bouncing dots taking forever to come through.

Tristan: Sit tight. I'm on my way.

Maybe Tristan thought I was cute like a puppy, maybe he was as nice to me as he was to everyone, maybe I was reading into all these moments between us because I liked him, or maybe it was more than that. Maybe it wasn’t. But so help me, this night wasn't ending without me asking.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Tristan



The roads were dark and dry, and the wheels of my truck flew over the asphalt. Not fast enough though, never fast enough, especially because I knew she was waiting for me. With a careful eye, I watched the needle of my speedometer creep higher than I normally allowed it to on the highway, and I felt the corresponding shake in my steering wheel.

Begrudgingly, I backed my foot off the gas pedal and took it down a few miles per hour. A speeding ticket wouldn't help me at all, but my body was having an almost uncontrollable physical reaction to the fact that she reached out to me on a night where she needed a safe ride home.

Not one of her friends, or Garrett or hell, Uber. Me.

The GPS on my phone told me which exit to take, and I did, cursing the red light at the end of the off ramp. The normally twenty-two minute drive had taken me closer to fifteen, so I had to take a moment of gratitude that I hadn't seen a single cop and that the roads weren't covered in snow. The forecast had called for it, but it seemed that I'd been granted a reprieve.

Winding through the quiet streets, only the occasional car passing in the opposite direction, I forced myself to take a few deep breaths. But my heart still thudded wildly, like it was being powered by a completely different entity than myself.

The bar, small and unassuming, was tucked behind a larger office building, only a few cars left in the well-lit parking lot. I pulled my truck into the open spot closest to the imposing wooden doors and made sure that she hadn't sent anything else, like, ‘Oh never mind, I called an Uber’.

That would happen to me, the first time she reached out to me for something like this. She'd change her mind, not knowing how it would gouge through my skin and pierce that jumping, thrashing organ branded with her name. And I'd have to figure out how to get it started again. Just like I always did.

But my phone was blank, and I tried not to smile.

For all I knew, I'd find Anna throwing up, or passed out. Panic had me moving quickly to the door and yanking it open, my eyes scanning the nearly empty room for her. She wasn't seated at the gleaming wooden bar where a dark-haired bartender gave me a polite smile. A few guys were at a table back in the corner, and an older gentleman turned in his stool to give me an openly curious look over his shoulder.

"You Tristan?" The bartender asked.

I gave her a narrow-eyed look. "Yeah."

She jerked her chin at the back corner of the bar, a wry smile on her face. "She's by the jukebox. I cut her off about thirty minutes ago, but I'll warn you, the tequila damage is already done."

"Thank you," I sighed and scratched the side of my face when I spotted her. Back to me, she was leaning against a brightly lit, old-fashioned jukebox. Her slim hips swayed unsteadily to the beat of the oldies song that was playing, and her hair slipped easily over her shoulder when she moved too much. Anna straightened and pushed a couple buttons, and in the light, all I could see of her face was the high curve of one cheekbone.

From the table in the corner, one of the men stood and started approaching her. My fists curled up, and I took a step closer, but I didn't interfere right away. I heard a low chuckle from the bartender, but didn't take my eyes off Anna.

He said something to her, from a respectful distance, but he was standing in a way so that once she faced him, I couldn't see her at all. They exchanged a few words, and Anna swayed slightly before she shook her head.

The guy didn't move right away, and I took another couple steps. Anna gave him her back, and I felt the blood in my veins start to simmer. Luckily for him, he started walking away. I exhaled heavily and kept moving.

Then he paused when his friends started laughing, turning back toward Anna and flipping up both middle fingers. Then he grabbed his crotch and made a motion with his hands that had me seeing red. Bloody red. Maybe he would've done more. Maybe he would've gone back to his seat, but I was stepping up into his face before he could make either decision.

"Walk back to your table right now," I told him through gritted teeth.

He narrowed his eyes. "Why don't you mind your own damn business, friend."

I was taller than him by at least three inches, but he was stocky. And probably drunk. When I glanced over at the bartender, she was watching with keen eyes, but not making a move to interfere. Getting myself kicked out wouldn't help anyone. Then I thought about Anna behind me, swaying adorably to whatever awful music she'd chosen. What if I'd been five minutes later? What if he hadn't taken her polite no for an answer?

I leaned in closer. "If you want to take a swing at me, go right ahead. But I'll tell you right now, if you do something like that again to someone who is my business, you won't need to take a swing." My chest expanded on a deep breath and I practically growled the words that came out next. "I'll bury you in the back with nothing more than my bare hands and I promise that no one will notice you're gone. Now walk away."

Obviously, he wasn't so drunk that he didn't recognize the truth behind my words because he glared at me for a few seconds before he called me a name under his breath and then walked back to his chortling friends. I swiped a hand down my face and took another deep breath before I turned around.

Anna glanced over her shoulder and gave me a blinding smile. Then she threw herself in my arms.

In my arms.

I caught her easily and instinctively, wrapped my arms around her back and took a fleeting, selfish moment to hold her against me. Anna was flush to my chest, and her arms were latched around my neck, which meant her heeled feet dangled off the floor.

"You came," she whispered into my ear and I pinched my eyes shut. Always, I wanted to whisper back, but carefully set her down instead, giving her an affectionate smile when she had to hold onto my arms to stay steady. How much of this would she remember tomorrow?

Her hair was as mussed as I'd seen it, and her cheeks were flush with warmth.

"Had a few drinks, huh?"

She nodded. "My new friend Gretchen made them for me after date number six called me a bitch and walked out."

My head snapped up. "What?"

But Anna waved that off and walked unsteadily toward the bar, where the bartender was watching us with a small, mysterious smile on her face. After plunking herself on one of the stools, Anna drained half a glass of water that was waiting for her. Then she licked her lips and grinned at me again.

"Do you want anything while we're here? Gretchen makes an excellent Paloma." Her words were slow, not slurred, but definitely not her normal cadence either.

"Uhh, no thanks. I'm ... driving." I was still struggling to process what she’d said about her date. What the fresh hell was wrong with the men on this stupid app?

Anna snapped her fingers. Or tried to and failed, her thumb brushing uselessly off the wrong digit. "That's right. I called you."

I felt my face soften. "You did."

"She's a sweet one," Gretchen said, like Anna wasn't humming in the stool right in front of her. Her eyes were pinned on me, full of warning and understanding. "Thanks for getting her home safe."

Who was this woman?

"No thanks necessary." I pulled out my wallet. "How much for her drinks?"

Anna sat up in her stool. "Oh! I paid. I think. Did I pay, Gretch?"

"You did," she said. "I ran your card before you went over to the jukebox. Why don't you finish that water before you leave, then make sure to drink another one that size before bed, okay? Otherwise you'll be in a world of hurt tomorrow."

Anna saluted her. "Yes, ma'am."

Discreetly, I slipped Gretchen another twenty, just in case Anna forgot to add a tip, and for looking out for her. Gretchen nodded her gratitude and tucked it into her black apron.

I braced my hand on the back of Anna's stool, even though I wanted to run it up her spine and cup her shoulder. I wanted to see how it would feel under the curve of my palm, where my fingers would land on her arm, how the bone would feel underneath both my skin and hers, how they'd fit together. My control was thin, impossibly weak, in a moment when it needed to be iron and steel.

She was drunk.

It was even more apparent when she spun in circles trying to get her arm into her wool coat and I had to gently steer her. But her laughter was loose and easy, and it lightened something in my soul. This was the Anna that had been missing for years. The Anna that I'd first met.

Laughter and light. Happiness.

We said our goodbyes to Gretchen, and Anna gripped my arm as we walked silently outside to my truck. I held the passenger door open for her and she hopped up far more nimbly than I expected her to in what looked like four-inch heels. I cleared my throat when I found myself staring at the bare length of her leg as she curled up in the seat.

When I walked around the hood of the truck, I could feel her eyes heavy on me. For the first time since I received her text, I felt a moment of pause. Of caution seeping into my bones, making my steps slow almost to a stop before I joined her in the truck.

Anna was drunk in my car after a bad date. She was blissed-out happy drunk. She may or may not remember anything that was said or done during our entire exchange.

All of which had the makings of complete innocence, where I'd help her home, make sure she was locked in safely. But on the flip side lay my worst-case scenario—one I'd never spent a single moment entertaining—where a drunk Anna gave me a green light. Gave me the signal I’d been waiting for all these weeks and months and years.

My eyes pinched shut when I wrenched the door open and I didn't open them until I was seated and facing forward.

"Thank you for coming for me. You're the perfect knight in shining man-bun," she said quietly.

I huffed out a laugh and risked a glance at her. She'd pulled her red coat up around her face, and all I could see was her perfectly straight nose and big dark eyes that were heavily lashed and heavily lined.

They were assessing me in a way that did not seem drunk. It was almost a relief when her eyelids fell shut and her breathing evened out as she rested her head against the window.

My cheeks puffed out when I exhaled and started the truck, and I was in no rush to wake her, if sleeping was what she was doing. All I needed to do was deliver her safely to her mom's house. Tonight, that was my only job.

While I drove to her mom's house in Wash Park, I kept the radio off. Silence allowed me to process, something that I'd always needed to do. Sort and sift through my thoughts without anything to distract me.

Anna didn't stir the entire drive, and as much as I craved moments spent with just her, I was grateful. At a red light, I twisted in my seat and stared, something I couldn’t indulge in often. The dim cabin of my truck, the sporadic bursts from oncoming cars sliced her form with varying shades of light, until she looked like an abstract painting brought to life.

A living, breathing piece of art. That's what Anna had always been. She was art to me. Not perfect, but exactly perfect for me.

The house was dark and imposing when I pulled up the driveway, not even a porch light left on, and I carefully slid the gearshift into park.

"Anna," I said quietly, and she didn't so much as stir. I said her name again, hesitant to touch her and ruin her peaceful sleep. Still nothing.

My head dropped back onto the headrest and I closed my eyes. What if I just left the truck running and we slept there? If I allowed myself this small shared space with her, where I could know she was fine, know she was taken care of and watched over.

I almost laughed at my own ludicrous thoughts when Anna stirred, blinking slowly first at the inside of the truck, at the house, then back at me.

"Oh." Blink, blink. She yawned, covering her mouth with one of her small hands. "That was quick."

I gave her a small smile. "Feeling okay?"

She stretched her arms and settled back in the seat, clearly in no hurry. "Sleepy. I feel sleepy."

"You're not seeing two of me?"

Her mouth stretched into a smile, even as her eyes closed again. "Can you imagine? Two of you? The female population of Denver would spontaneously combust."

Hope and embarrassment tangled dangerously with better judgment. She was drunk, and commenting on my physical appearance didn't really mean anything.

"We wouldn't want that," I murmured. She nestled her face into the bench of the truck and some hair slipped over her face. I almost lifted my hand to brush it away, but I stopped. Barely.

My fingers curled uselessly into my palm and they rested on my lap like they weren't one step away from shaking.

"Why have you never asked me out?"

For a moment, I wondered whether I was having a hallucination. Whether I'd imagined her asking it, because her voice was so soft, so innocent. There was no accusation. Just naked, unfiltered curiosity.

My eyes found hers and I worked very hard to keep breathing.

"What?" I managed to croak out.

That smile again. Slow and spreading like ivy, until it lifted her face, made her eyes crinkle in on the edges. "Why have you never asked me out?"

Had someone said something to her?

No. I dismissed that immediately. If Anna had the slightest inkling of how I felt, she wouldn't even be asking, because she'd probably be intimidated by the sheer, overwhelming, crushing intensity of what I felt for her. While I struggled and stumbled through my thoughts, her smile faded and her eyelids started to flutter.

"You should go in and get to bed," I told her gently.

"Can you help me unlock the door?" she said, a slur finally present in her words.

"Of course."

"I might need help walking too. But I won't make you carry me. That would be embarrassing."

And it would kill me, I thought. Just the idea of pulling her up into my arms, cradling her next to my heart, the single most important organ in my body, the one that beat viciously for her, was almost too much to bear when she was like this.

A porch light went on and Anna sat up. "Nope, that's embarrassing."

I couldn't disagree. I scratched the side of my jaw while she pushed her keys back in her purse. "I feel like I'm in high school."

In the passenger seat, she swayed a little and I wondered if I should still help her to the door.

But Anna was one step ahead, leaning down to slip off her high heels. "Now I won't fall flat on my face."

"I wouldn't have let that happen," I admitted quietly.

Her eyes met mine, suddenly lucid and completely terrifying. "You still didn't answer my question."

With a heavy swallow that felt impossible to complete, I forced myself to not look away from her. I forced myself to not take the easy way out, to not allow this small, tequila-induced window pass me by. I forced myself to open my mouth and make a promise that I knew I would never back out on.

"If you remember this conversation tomorrow, I promise, I'll answer your question."

For a moment, she didn't speak, only stared at me from across the bench of my truck. Her mouth was relaxed, and for the slowest, fastest, most selfish second, I glanced down at her lips.

It was something I'd never allowed myself to do before, allow a moment where my notice might be caught. If I leaned forward now, she'd taste like tequila, and I knew she'd kiss me back.

But this ... this wasn't the time. And I think she knew it, even if she didn't understand what kind of mountain lay beneath the tip of the iceberg that she was starting to unearth.

"You will?" Her voice was tiny, the thread of hope, the backbone of vulnerability so vivid that I swallowed again.

"I promise," I vowed.

She nodded and started to open the door. Before her bare feet touched the cold ground, she looked at me over her shoulder. "I should probably admit to you that I have no freaking idea if I'm the type of person who forgets things when I'm drinking."

I smiled at her honesty and in response, she positively beamed at me. Then she hopped down and walked quickly to the front door, which was opened for her immediately.

It took a second for me to throw the truck in reverse, because suddenly there was a guillotine hanging perilously over my head. Sleep would be slow in coming, unless I did some drinking of my own. But I knew that I wouldn't drink a single drop, not if there was the slightest chance she'd wake up tomorrow and collect on my promise.

In the space of only a few heartbeats, my strongest hope and my single greatest fear was the sunrise. It couldn't come fast enough for me, and I knew without a doubt, it would still come too soon.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Anna



Of course, I remembered asking Tristan.

There was never really a chance that I wouldn't remember. At an unholy hour, my eyes popped open to a headache that wasn't as bad as the one I deserved to wake up with. Probably all the water that various people had forced on me; Gretchen, and my mom once I was safely ensconced in the kitchen.

There'd been no sermon from her, only relief that I'd been smart enough to call Tristan for a ride home, and a tight hug that I leaned shamelessly into before she watched me pick my way carefully up the stairs to my room.

I'd slept like the dead for about five hours before I woke, the headache minor, but the question booming like a bass drum.

Maybe tequila didn't make my clothes fall off, but it did erase the filter separating my brain and mouth. But there was no way I could’ve not asked him. He was just sitting there, watching me so carefully, so much about him that felt barely restrained, so tightly and violently bound behind those brown eyes, that I couldn't stop myself from trying to figure out why he looked at me that way and hadn't done anything about it.

There.

That was the piece that I either hadn't been able to see, or refused to acknowledge.

Tristan looked at me one way, but treated me in another. And in a way that felt desperate and selfish, I wanted to know why.

I laid in bed until my room slowly brightened with the rising sun. When it was a more manageable hour, I rolled over and leaned up on my elbow before draining the water and taking the Advil that Mom had had the foresight to give me.

When that was done, I picked up my phone and scrolled carefully to Tristan's name before starting a new message. Every word felt important, weighted in significance, because I had a feeling that he'd be waiting to hear from me. My heartbeat sped up when I thought of how he looked at me after he promised to give me an answer, on that one flimsy condition.

And for a moment, no more than the space of one breath, he'd looked at my mouth. With the tips of my fingers, I traced my lips and exhaled shakily.

Me: Thank you for getting me home safely last night.

Almost instantly, the three dots appeared, and I found my stomach flipping, my lips curving against the pads of my fingers.

Tristan: No thanks necessary. I'll always come if you need something like that.

In my throat, my breath caught, and right along with it, I felt a light burst of wings and the swooping sensation in my stomach that I normally reserved for roller coasters or driving up a winding mountain road before you peaked at the top.

Butterflies.

More than anything, I wished he was in front of me, just so that I could see his face when I told him I remembered.

This was the feeling of butterflies. Of what Gretchen said last night. Someone who made you want to be around them more than you ever wanted to meet someone new.

It was addictive and terrifying. I could hear the blood whooshing in my ears, and my smile was so wide that I couldn't believe that it hadn't split my face. My thumbs flew across the screen and I chewed on the inside of my cheek.

Me: I remember.

Me: Asking you, I mean. I remember asking you the question.

When he didn't start typing right away, I sat up and set my phone down on the nightstand and forced myself to take a few deep breaths. Reality broke through the butterflies, because I still didn't know what the answer to the question was, but come on … his response was loaded with a bit more subtext than anything he'd ever communicated to me before.

My phone buzzed and I took another deep breath before I turned it over.

Tristan: I thought you might. If you'd like to talk today, I'll be at my shop for a few hours this afternoon, or I can come to your place, if you'd prefer that.

I kept chewing on my cheek while I tried to discern anything from his response, but failed. Face-to-face was good, right? It probably meant that he wasn't just going to tell me that he equated me to a cute puppy. He was also willing to come here, which meant he was willing to forgo his own comfort level for whatever he needed to tell me.

That might be bad.

I sat up straighter at that thought.

Bad.

In my head, I'd already equated him telling me he didn't want to ask me for some reason that couldn't be overcome as bad.

Because I wanted Tristan to ask me out. Sometime in the last few weeks, he'd become somewhat of my prototype for the kind of man that I could imagine in my life, in my future. And I didn't need to wait for him to ask me out. It was twenty-seventeen, for shit’s sake. The asking out could be done by me.

If that was the case, if I decided to take the leap for the both of us, I wanted him to be comfortable. And his shop would achieve that even more than his own home. Definitely more than my mother’s house.

Me: I can be at the shop at 1. Sound good?

Tristan: Sounds good.

There was no cliché it's a date response to clear things up for me. But I couldn't help but smile as I went about my morning, showering and eating a quiet breakfast over the kitchen sink. The stretching sense of anticipation felt like something weightless had been suspended in my stomach, buoying my heart in a way that was entirely foreign.

Because of Tristan.

"Who'd have thunk it?" I whispered as I went about cleaning up the kitchen.

My mom was gone at church and lunch with friends, so I cleaned the kitchen and downstairs bathrooms, mopping floors and scrubbing mirrors until they shone, my music playing from the built-in speakers mounted in the ceiling. It hit me as I wiped some sweat from my forehead that I missed it. I missed taking care of my own house.

My home with Marcus may have felt like a cage sometimes, but I'd been in charge of keeping it up. And while I hadn't missed that house since I left, I missed the sense of responsibility that had come with it. I thought about that as I took my time showering, blowing out my hair and then taking the flat iron to it until it shone a glossy black.

Maybe it was time to find my own place. Once the divorce was final, I'd feel comfortable making that sort of large purchase, whether I touched Dad's settlement or not. That still hadn't been decided in my head.

With my hair done, I stood in front of my closet and settled on black skinny jeans and boots, an army green top that made me feel pretty. I'd be early, but I had a feeling that Tristan would already be there, working on something beautiful.

I slipped my arms into my coat and left a note for my mom that I didn't know when I'd be home and started the twenty-minute drive with the same fluttering sense of expectation that hadn't abated all morning. Tristan's truck was the only vehicle at the shop, and I briefly glanced in the rear-view mirror to make sure my mascara hadn't flaked.

"Oh my word, Anna," I whispered harshly at myself. Like he'd care. Tristan was the last person to judge whether my makeup was perfect or not. I got out of the car and tightened my coat around me at the blast of cold air. The smell of snow was in the air, and I walked quickly to the heavy metal door, knocking quietly before turning the handle.

Tristan was at the main work bench, safety glasses on and a small sander pressed against the wood he was manipulating. Whatever he was working on wasn't for Millie, but it was beautiful. The curved lines looked like they'd eventually be the back of a chair and his large hands moved with skill and precision. I stood quietly so as not to disturb him, and smiled when he frowned at something he saw in the wood.

When he lifted his hand, the sander turned off and I cleared my throat. He almost dropped it, giving me as close to a rueful grin as Tristan was capable.

"Sorry," I said. "I knocked, but I should've known you wouldn't hear it."

He didn't say anything right away, just nodded and set the sander aside before unplugging it. His long hair was pulled back tightly, and a piece caught in the arms of the glasses when he pulled them off his nose, which made him grimace.

"Long hair problems," I teased, and he laughed under his breath.

"Yeah, I guess." He ran a hand over the top of his head. "Sometimes I dream about buzzing it all off."

I tilted my head and gave him an appraising look. Tristan without the long hair. What would that be like?

His sharp cheekbones and straight, proud nose would stand out more. And his eyes would seem bigger. His beard darker and more dangerous.

"I think you could pull it off."

Tristan stared at me and then lifted an eyebrow. "Yeah?"

"Only if you wanted to save a lot of money on shampoo." I shrugged lightly. "But long hair works for you, so don't break out the clippers too fast."

He caught his smile before it was full and nodded. "Okay." When I knit my fingers together, he caught the motion, then gestured to two stools. "Take a seat?"

It felt so formal. All of this felt different than I thought it would, and I found myself hesitating.

"Please," he said.

"I don't know why this makes me so nervous all of a sudden," I admitted in a rush.

Tristan looked pained for a beat, like my honesty hurt him. Maybe it did. Maybe he was preparing to say something that would hurt me. Maybe he knew I had a right to be nervous. Maybe... okay, stop, I thought firmly. All the maybes in the world wouldn't replace the truth. And he was the only one who could give it to me.

"Are you going to make me ask the question again?" I asked, half-joking, half-serious. Because as much as I'd been looking forward to this conversation, I hadn't really agonized over what I might say to the things he might say.

Tristan pulled in a slow breath and scratched his jaw before he looked past me. Okay, this was torture. The slow popping of all the fluttery feelings was painful and awkward, because just a few hours earlier, I felt so good in the knowledge that I wanted to go out with Tristan.

And now? Now we were just staring at each other while I waited for him to find the words as to why he hadn't. Or maybe not.

"I'm sorry I'm making you nervous," he said finally, eyes steady on me once he started speaking. "Will you please sit with me?"

"That makes me more nervous for some reason."

Inexplicably, that made his lips curve into a mysterious half-smile. "Anna, the irony of this entire exchange is that you've made me this kind of nervous for years."

My eyes narrowed and I shifted, trying to ignore the way my stomach flipped dangerously. "What?"

Tristan licked his lips and mirrored the way I squared my shoulders. "That's not how I should've started."

I didn't say anything, but his nerves were showing, so I slowly took a seat on the stool closest to me even though I very much wanted to stay standing. What does that mean? I wanted to ask, but I stayed quiet, allowed him time to process.

He visibly reset, taking the seat opposite of me and letting out a deep, slow breath with his hands clasped in between his open legs. The plaid shirt he was wearing bunched around his biceps when he squeezed his hands together.

When he spoke, it was quiet, and slow. His words deliberate. “I have wanted to ask you out, Anna. It was never from a lack of desire that I didn’t.”

The flutters were back, and I felt my entire body relax at the careful way he spoke. No words would be wasted from Tristan, nothing would come out of his mouth that didn’t hold weight. Didn’t I already know that about him?

I risked a tentative smile. “I’m glad to hear that.”

He licked his lips, and I knew there was still something missing from this picture. One I couldn’t fully see. I peered at him, willing the words to come, because I just wanted to know.

“But it wasn’t that simple for me,” he said, holding my eyes like he was begging me to understand something that he hadn’t spoken aloud yet. “Asking you out wasn’t just wanting a single date from you.”

My tentative smile grew at his caution, the sweet way he spoke. I wanted to make this easier on him, and the relief at knowing I hadn’t been imagining all these moments loosened my tongue. “Are you trying to say that you like me, Tristan?”

The answering smile I imagined didn’t come, though his face did soften and warm deliciously. His eyes swept my face, and I fought a shiver.

Carefully, he reached forward and took one of my hands in his, let his rough, calloused palm slide across mine. My eyelids fell shut at the contact, and when I opened them again, his mouth was the first thing I saw.

“Not exactly,” he said with a smile barely lifting the edges of his lips. The tips of his fingers traced the line of my wrist. “I’m … I’m trying to say that I’m in love with you.”

I was so busy watching the way his lips moved over the words that the full weight of them didn’t hit me until the beat of silence that followed.

My eyes snapped to his and I blinked. My lips fell open and I struggled to pull in a solid breath, enough to expand my lungs. “Wh-what?”

Blood rushed loudly into my ears as his fingers tightened around mine, an anchor to where we were sitting. The lights around us were brighter, like someone had just yanked a bag off my head, dropped me into a room that I didn’t recognize.

Tristan stared into my face, color high on his cheeks when I didn’t say anything.

My heart was racing, because this was bigger, this was more than anything I expected him to say.

I shook my head. “Tristan, I…”

When my voice trailed off, it was because I didn’t even know what words I wanted to form. What words I was capable of. In all the maybes I’d considered, this hadn’t been in the top hundred contenders.

My free hand came up and rubbed at my chest, and he watched the movement with his lips rolled up between his teeth.

“I don’t understand,” I finally whispered. “When?”

"You needed time, Anna." He held my eyes, even though I blinked rapidly at his oddly phrased statement. "After you left him, I felt like you needed time to figure out what you wanted. Before you could..."

I held up my hand, and he stared at the way my fingers were shaking. My mind raced wildly at his words. "Wait. Tristan, I’m still trying to catch up to the first part."

Misery was etched into his forehead, his eyes. "I'm trying to explain, and I know I'm not doing a good job of it."

I swallowed back any words that I wanted to say, tried to rein in the racing thoughts that made my slowly chugging brain feel like it was coated in sticky tar. "It's okay. I'm just ... I'm trying to understand."

Sitting there staring at him, the way he was watching me with such careful, wary eyes, I knew my reaction must be absolutely terrifying to him. All I could manage was to squeeze his fingers back, and his entire frame relaxed when I did. But even that felt half-hearted, felt weak because I was still so wildly disoriented.

“Believe me, I did want to ask you out,” he said. “When you asked me that last night, it took everything in me not to tell you how I feel. It’s always taken everything in me to hold that back.”

“Why would you?” I asked, the pinch in my chest growing tighter and tighter. “We’ve spent all this time together.” My jaw dropped and a yawning sense of horror had me pulling my hand out of his. “Tristan, I made you listen to all my terrible dating stories. And I didn’t know.”

His chin dropped slightly and he made a self-deprecating sound that made my stomach roll, imagining what that must have been like for him.

“That wasn’t easy, no.”

“Then why?”

None of this made sense.

“I thought it was more important to be your friend, Anna.”

“Until when?” I asked, unable to stop myself. This all felt impossible. It felt so much bigger than anything I imagined was waiting for me here, when my biggest worry was whether my mascara flaked. It was almost enough to make me let out a hysterical laugh.

His eyes held mine, intense and focused and heavy with meaning. "I needed to know that you had time to heal, or maybe even not that, that you were ready for something real. Something serious."

"I've had time, Tristan," I said when I couldn't stop myself, and some unnamed energy zipped through me, rendering me unable to stay quiet anymore. "I saw the way you looked at me." That energy, frantic and frenetic, made me reach out and grab his hand with mine. "I saw it, and I knew how it made me feel and it doesn’t make any sense right now why none of this ever came up."

He didn't speak, his eyes trained on where my fingers wrapped around his. The choppy breaths he let out made his broad frame almost tremble and he shook his head.

"Anna," he begged quietly. "Because of what I feel when you say that, when you touch my hand, it's so much and so big that I feel like you won't be ready to hear it and you won't know that until it leaves my mouth. And once it does," he stopped and raised his head to look at me. I lost my breath at what I saw, something cold and hot and prickly and massive covering my entire being. It was good, and bad, and big, and scary, and wonderful. "Once it does, I can't ever take it back."

“Take what back?” I whispered.

“I Googled how long it takes someone to get over a divorce,” he said on a rush. “I felt ridiculous doing it, but the thought of making anything worse for you, harder for you, that’s why I didn’t say anything. It was better to be your friend, Anna.”

My mouth popped opened at the thought of Tristan Googling something like that. But immediately on the heels of that was sadness, poking tiny holes in anything that could possibly seem humorous in this situation.

“Better than what?” I said. “Better than being honest with me?”

To his credit, he didn’t drop my stare, he met it, but I saw the slow climb of heat in his face. It probably matched my own.

“You weren’t ready for it.” So steady. His voice was so steady and even, placating, and that did not help. I didn’t want to be placated, I wanted to be talked to like an equal.

I stood, my hand falling from his when I did. Nerves zipped and bounced around my body, impossible to contain. "How could you know whether I was ready without talking to me? I’ve been sitting here, analyzing all our interactions, wondering whether I was imagining all this in my head, and…"

I felt so stupid.

A stupid little girl who went on awful dates because she was blind to what had been right under her nose for so many years. And he was giving me the answers that he’d practiced, probably thought about a hundred times, questions that I didn’t realize I was supposed to be asking until right now.

“It felt like there was nothing to say until you were ready for something more serious, Anna. He gave you nothing for so long, and I didn’t want to give you too much. Not when you were just figuring how to move on.”

“This is not about Marcus,” I said firmly. “This is about you, and me.”

Emotions clogged my throat, but I swallowed them down.

“You didn’t even try to say anything, Tristan. ‘Anna, I like you. I have feelings for you, and I’d really like to take you out to dinner?’” I threw my hands up. “That’s all it would have had to be, and you didn’t even try to talk to me about any of it.”

Tristan stood, only a few inches between us. His eyes were wild, and my heart raced to match. Before he opened his mouth, I felt like there were hands on my back, ready to push me off a cliff that I wasn't aware of just seconds before.

His hands reached out and gripped my upper arms and I gasped at the rough contact, something I'd never had from him. Then, his forehead pressed against mine and I felt the burn of sudden tears at the back of my throat. When he spoke, his voice was tortured and tight, and I shut my eyes against the onslaught of what it made me feel.

"Because there was no way for me to have that conversation with you without telling you that I have been in love with you for the past six years, Anna. And if all you needed from me was casual, something to be left in the dark of a shared night, something that wouldn't leave a bed or would only give us a handful of hours together, it would have killed me. It would have ripped out a piece of me that I'd never get back, and I've already given you more of myself than I've ever given anyone. I couldn't do that to you, and I couldn't do it to me either, not when you've been everything that I've wanted for so long."

If his voice made me feel, his words ... oh his words cracked a jagged split down the middle of my body. A tear fell down my cheek as I pulled back to stare at him. His hands hovered in the air where my arms had been, and with pain-filled eyes, he watched that tear drip off my chin.

Six years?

Six years?

Any shock I felt was replaced with something much bigger, something there wasn’t a name for. The entire time I’d known him?

Every interaction, for years, and this is what he’d had hiding inside of him?

"I..." I shook my head frantically. Nothing made sense. His words didn't. My head didn't. My heart ... my heart felt like it was frozen in my chest. I pressed my fisted hand against it, desperate to make it beat again. "That's impossible."

"I know it sounds crazy," he said slowly. Tristan's entire being was held still, held carefully so close to me, like he knew how dangerous it would be to touch me too quickly, push me too far. "It's felt impossible to me too a few times over the years."

"Oh God," I whispered, every interaction I could remember flitting through my head like I was shuffling a deck of cards. The images too blurry to focus on, moving too quickly for me to try and stop it. If I had, I would have lost them all in a messy burst.

This, this was too much. I wanted to scream. I wanted to cry. I wanted ... I wanted him to grab me and hold me and make it make sense.

“When you first said it,” I said on a choked whisper, “I thought you meant … m-meant since I left Marcus.”

Slowly, Tristan shook his head. “No. Not since you left Marcus.”

I couldn’t breathe. Violent gasps of air were coming out of my mouth. I needed air.

"I have to go," I whispered, barely seeing him.

Tristan gripped the sides of his head. "Anna, wait."

"Six years," I repeated, feeling a sob crawl up my throat. Six years where I was miserable and trapped and stuck somewhere voluntarily. "Six years, Tristan."

"What do you need?" he asked frantically.

In some dark corner of my mind, I knew I was being irrational. Knew that I wasn’t handling this well, that my panic was misplaced and barely understandable, but everything about this entire conversation made me feel recklessly out of control.

What did I need?

I needed to understand why suddenly, all those years spent wasting away with Marcus, all those years that I’d wasted with my own inaction, felt even more pathetic now. And he’d had to sit back and watch it.

What must he have thought of me?

The sob broke free and he looked like I'd shot him. He stepped forward like he wanted to wrap his arms around me. I may have let him. I felt like I was one breath away from flying into a million tiny pieces.

I willed myself to think, to not lash out because I was so fucking confused by what had happened since I walked through the door.

Tristan was in love with me.

Correction: Tristan had been in love with me for years.

Panic had my throat closing up and I tried to breathe through it.

"I ... I need to think about all of this." I searched his eyes. "Just ... it's a lot. It's not what I expected."

"I know," he said in a low, rough voice.

I backed up a few steps, one hand covering my mouth.

Then I turned and fled.

I made it to my car, cold and blessedly quiet, and the tears began in earnest. I didn't stop them, didn't even want to, because the release felt like the only thing keeping me sane in a moment that made absolutely no sense. After a few minutes, I sniffled and scrubbed furiously at my face, drying it with my hands. In my cold and quiet car, I stared at Tristan's shop, trying to make sense of what he'd just told me.

The moments that I had, they were nothing compared to the ones he’d apparently been shoring up.

A pinprick. A drop. Insignificant in comparison.

But they hadn’t been insignificant to me. Those moments, my moments, were precious and important. They’d revealed things about myself, about him, about what we could be. And I’d held on to them because I’d been operating under some misguided assumption.

For all that time. All these months. The wasted time, the mixed signals and the missed opportunities.

And just like that, my hand was on the door handle, because confusion turned to frustration and I needed answers. No longer was I willing to run and hide from the things that were happening to me. That was Anna before, and that's not who I was anymore.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Tristan



You just lost her.

It was all I could think as the door slammed shut behind her. You just lost her. I couldn't even sit down. I was frozen, absently wondering what would happen when she drove away. Would my legs finally decide they could give out? Force me to rest on a seat that seemed far to flimsy to hold me up? Run after her car and hope she saw me in the rear-view mirror?

There wasn't a single sound in the shop, except the ragged sounds of my breathing. My eyes were dry, and my mouth seemed incapable of closing because that would mean I had no chance of pulling the words back in, reframing them into something less ... something less terrifying, less intense, less, less, less.

Just less.

I swiped a hand over my mouth and let it hang there. How had I messed that up so completely? It wasn't supposed to happen that way? Was it?

I'd thought all morning about what I'd say to her if she remembered.

Anna, I've wanted to ask you out for a long time. That's always how it started in my head, but making my feelings less felt like I was trying to shove an ocean into a gallon jug. Impossible and ill-advised. Messy. An inevitable failure that would only serve to make things worse.

A laugh burst from my lungs, raw and desperate. Yeah. I'd certainly managed that.

But the words were supposed to come. They were supposed to be earnest and sincere, and she would have had a moment of shock, but ... but then, she was supposed to, what?

What?

Fall into my arms?

I closed my eyes and let myself sink against the work table, just as the door shoved open with a sharp pop that had me standing up straight.

She came back. She came back.

And she was pissed.

"You need to start from the beginning," Anna said, her hair wild around her face, and her face pale and streaked with dried tears. And still, she was the most magnificent thing I'd ever seen. "You need to make me understand this, because I don't understand this."

"Anna," I said miserably.

Her eyes filled again. "No, Tristan, I'm serious. You need to tell me how you came to this decision about what I was ready for and what I wasn't. I just spent years somewhere miserable and lonely, where my feelings were never considered. Years in the dark about all these things that you felt for me, and I don't understand how you'd possibly know what I was ready for."

The anger I felt just moments before, directed at myself, burned bright and hot, looking for an outlet other than myself. This wasn't how it was supposed to happen. It wasn't.

But she kept going, and I ached to reach out for her, because the pain in her words sliced me clean through.

"Grief doesn't fit into a neat box, you know?" She speared her hands through her hair and stared at me. "You can look up a million articles and books and stupid motivational quotes about moving on, and it doesn't mean the same thing to people. Someone can be ready the next day. Maybe it's the next year. That's not for you to decide, no matter what Google article you read. It's for no one to decide except the person who's in the situation. I knew my marriage was over for at least two years before I walked out that door. Did you know that? And I was the coward who stayed anyway. I was the one who started grieving the loss of it while my ring was still heavy on my finger. I was ready to walk out the door when I finally did."

"You're not a coward," I said fiercely. "Don't ever say that about yourself."

"And how do you know? How could you possibly know that about me? That's what I don't understand."

In my silence, she shook her head. I took a deep breath and tried not to lose my tenuous grip on the lid that held everything in, everything that had been shoved down for the past six years, now clawing desperately to get out.

My insides felt like they were shredded into bloody ribbons for all I'd done to keep my feelings for her repressed, keep them to myself.

She pointed a finger at me and it was shaking wildly. "If I had walked out that door and the next day woke up ready to find my soul mate, that's my decision."

"Are you?" I snapped out and she blinked in surprise. I took a step closer to her. "Are you?"

"I ... I," she stammered and backed up against the wall behind us.

"Are you telling me that what I said didn't scare the shit out of you?"

"Of course, it scared me, Tristan." Her eyes were huge in her face, begging something of me, something I couldn't define. But she wasn't running. She'd come back. And I knew that if I made my feelings less, if I pushed them into a smaller box, they'd never have a chance to find their home in her. That's what I wanted. All I could do was pray that she'd feel the same. "Don't you get it though? When I was sitting out in my car, it was like someone fired off a gun and I was miles behind in a race that I didn't even know I was supposed to be running. You're so far ahead of me—"

"I was trying to do what was best," I interrupted loudly. "You needed time, Anna."

"And what's best for me is not someone making that decision for me. You should have talked to me first. You should have asked me. You never even gave me the chance to catch up to where you are. I deserved that chance. That choice." She lifted her chin, and she was so fierce in that moment that I wanted to fall to my knees in front of her. When she spoke again, it was a whisper. "What I need is honesty, Tristan. I need to know why I've been standing in front of you all this time, without any clue of what's been in your head, when I’ve been desperately trying to figure that out. And to find this out? Yes, it’s scary, Tristan.”

She pressed a fist to her heart, and I clenched my teeth together so tightly that my jaw almost cracked. “Anna, I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry,” she begged. “Be honest with me. I can handle it, even if it scares me. Because more than anything might scare me, what I need from you is your truth."

Kneeling like a supplicant wasn't what she needed. Even though every word from her mouth slayed me, humbled me, weakened and strengthened me, made me love her even more than I had an hour ago, Anna needed an equal right now.

I dropped my chin and tried to breathe the words to life, and all I could do for a moment was shake my head and curse my uselessness. My complete ineptness now that I was in front of her and she was begging me for this. For the feelings that I'd let define me for so long.

"Tristan, please," she whispered, tears choking her voice. "I just don't understand how this has been happening for years, and I had no clue. I wasn't even an option. I wasn't available. I don't understand how you could've loved me that long, held on for so long when I never even... Oh Tristan, I had no idea, and I just need to understand it." Anna took a hesitant step toward me, and just that, just that half a step closer to me, what I needed to say flooded me in an overwhelming wave.

"It was like loving a ghost, Anna." I took a step of my own, and she mirrored it, backing up against the wall again at my raw spoken words. Carefully, slowly, I lifted a hand and it trembled visibly before I cupped the side of her face and felt the silk of her hair against my fingers. "I could see you. I could hear your voice and your laugh and see all the things that made me fall in love with you. But I couldn't touch you. I didn't know what it felt like to pull you into my arms and tuck you against my heart. I didn't know. It was almost like you didn't even really exist some days, because I didn't have any of those memories to keep me sane. Everything that I wondered about had never happened."

A tear slid down her cheek and instead of brushing it away with my other hand, I braced it on the wall next to her head and let myself stand flush against her. She let out a quiet sob, a small exhale and I watched her face for signs that I should back off, but she held my eyes steadily, leaned her face into my palm.

If she let me, I'd stand like that forever. I dropped my forehead against hers again, like I'd done earlier, and one of her hands came up to encircle my wrist. Not stopping me, not pulling me back, just ... holding me there.

And we fit.

"I can't explain it to you, Anna. Because it doesn't make any more sense to you than it does to me. If I could explain it away, maybe I would've been able to move on, instead of live in this agonizing half-life that I've been in for so many years without knowing if you'd ever be able to feel something for me in return."

"All this time," she whispered, closing her eyes as more tears fell. One slipped against my fingers and I brushed my thumb to absorb it into my skin, another piece of her that I'd never felt.

"All this time. I didn't know you were married when I fell in love with you. I swear, I didn't."

Anna nodded while she processed that and her eyes closed briefly again. It felt like my soul was falling from my mouth with every word I offered her, the parts of me that no one had ever known, the parts of me that I always saved for her.

“It was the way you spoke to me, the way you understood me, the way you made me feel. The way you spoke to others, the way you treated them, the way you smiled and laughed and were so strong, when others couldn’t possibly have stayed strong for all those years.”

The slippery smoothness of her hair against my fingers was the best thing I’d ever felt. Her breath against my skin while she let me say the things I wanted was even better than that. Each new sensation topped the one before it.

She sniffed, and I kept talking, knowing that my feelings were safe with her, that I could trust her with them. Finally.

“The moments that made me fall for you were small. And through all these years, I’ve experienced a thousand more—even if they were from a distance—that told me that you were it for me. That even though you were his, I was right to love you.”

Another tear slipped down her cheek, and she watched me quietly, her face so close to mine.

"When I had a hard day, I'd sit on this old chair on my deck and wish you were there with me. Wish you could tell me about yours, if it was good or bad or stressful, because you always make me smile, Anna. You're one of the only people who ever make me want to laugh, who lighten the world around me just by being there. And it was so lonely because you weren't there with me. But at least I knew that the thought of you, the real you—not the version of you that stayed with him—and the way you made me feel, that belonged only to me."

She sniffed and shook her head where it was still pressed to mine. The movement made her nose brush up against mine and we both froze. Her breath left her opened mouth shakily, and I inhaled, my chest expanding until I felt it brush hers.

All it would take was a lift of her chin, a dip of mine.

“Tristan,” she whispered.

"If I kiss you right now," I told her, careful not to let my lips touch hers in even the smallest increment, "I'll never get my heart back, Anna. You've already had it for so long."

She tightened her hand around my wrist, and I wondered if she could feel my pulse hammering under the skin.

"You are breaking my heart right now."

I exhaled and briefly closed my eyes, somehow holding myself back from sinking into her fully, from wrapping my arm around her back and pressing up the length of her spine. "I'm sorry."

Anna smiled through her tears and tentatively brought her hand up to touch the side of my face. “Don’t be sorry.”

I shook my head. That was impossible. I was sorry for so many things. Wished that I could do so many things differently, even if I was still standing here with her in my arms.

Her fingers delicately traced my cheekbone, the edge of where my beard started. "Now what?"

I felt my own eyes burn as I looked down at her, and I lifted my forehead off hers. My thumb smoothed along her skin, her perfect, smooth skin. "When I kiss you, Anna, when I touch you, really touch you, it will be because you're ready to give me your heart. When you're mine."

This close, I could see the way the deep brown of her eyes faded to the black of her irises. She blinked, a conscious effort to clear her tears.

"The way you're mine?" she said tentatively. Testing out the words on her tongue. Like she was tasting them, not sure if they were right for her yet.

I nodded slowly, let my gaze drift greedily over her face. "I've always been yours. The entire time. You just didn't know it."

The way she peered up at me while I spoke, I felt hope pour warmly into the wounds left behind when she'd run. She licked her lips, not in a seductive way, so I kept my eyes on hers and slowly pulled back. She tightened her grip on my wrist and carefully turned my face using her other hand. My heart hammered as she lifted up on her tiptoes and pressed a soft kiss onto my cheek.

She didn't linger, she didn't try for more, but I felt that kiss, the simple touch of her lips like a balm to my weary, exhausted soul.

Anna kept her hand on my face and wouldn't let me look away. "You are such a good man, Tristan." I tried to look away in embarrassment, because it felt like a brush-off, but she wouldn't let me. "I just need some time. To think about all of this. To sort through it. Is that okay?"

I nodded, taking my hand off her face to smooth her hair down. Under my palm, it was smooth and cold. "That's okay."

"Thank you," she said feelingly. Then she slipped away from the wall and gave me one last smile over her shoulder before she walked out the door.

This time my legs did give out, and I sank heavily onto the stool behind me.

Now, all I could do was wait.

I should have been good at it by now, but it only felt impossible.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Tristan



Waiting was a peculiar sort of torture. Every hour that passed, the waiting took on a different shape and form, a living, changing entity that I couldn't hold in my hands, but I could feel move through me all the same.

The first day, I felt naked and vulnerable. Like my truth about Anna, the truth that I'd held close to me for so long was now out in the world made it more fragile, more breakable.

By day two, I woke knowing it was the opposite. It was stronger. The words hit the air, and it fueled them like someone had thrown gasoline onto an already burning fire.

By day three, I was sick of pacing my house, sick of pretending like I was sleeping peacefully, sick of feeling useless in my own skin, so I threw myself into work, the force of which took me by surprise. With every worn edge, every flame licking across a raw surface and making it burn and char into something newer and stronger, I found a peace in my feelings for Anna that I'd never felt before.

By day four, I learned that I could spend hours of the day pretending like I wasn't staring at my phone and imagining what it would be like to text her, call her, check on her, simply to hear her voice again.

By day five, I'd spent so many hours at work that my hands were raw and splintered. My arms ached and my back was sore, but my shop was filled with finished items, each one beautiful and unique and stamped with Anna's name within each piece of wood. Each fiber that I'd transformed felt like something that I'd created only for her.

By day six, my heart was calling her name, desperate to know what she felt, missing her with a fierceness that took my breath away if I dwelled on it too long.

I had to stare in the mirror and remind myself, over and over, out loud and with a determination that I wasn't sure I believed yet, that I could be patient.

I woke on day seven, drank my coffee and watched the snow fall over Denver, watched it coat the ground until it no longer resembled what it had been just hours before. The yellow dry grass was now a solid blanket of white, the rising sun making it glimmer to the point that it hurt to look at.

Maybe now I was past the point of counting days, adding to a tally that didn't prove anything other than the passage of time. It didn't matter if I'd loved her for years, or weeks, or hours. All that mattered was that this was the time that I proved my love for Anna. It wasn't in the words I spoke to her, it wasn't measured in days and weeks spent pining for her, it wasn't a figment of my imagination or because it was safer to love someone who wasn't free.

It was real. And this ... this test, this torture, this waiting, I could withstand it

For her, I could wait.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Anna



It was my favorite kind of snow. Fluffy, large puffs of white that stood out against the black sky, flakes so big that they almost didn't seem real. I used to think they were magical, when I was a kid.

Now, it felt like a new beginning. Real enough, nothing magical or unreal about my days, but every single minute that passed felt like I was one step closer to a door opening fully. Wide enough that I could pass through it. Not just pass, but run.

In the corner of my family room, of my newly rented townhouse, I sat in a large navy-blue velvet chair and sipped hot chocolate while the snow fell. The TV was dark, and in the corner opposite of me was a small white Christmas tree, only decorated so far by white lights. Unopened boxes of ornaments were stacked next to the ivory couch, and as much as I loved everything I'd picked out, I couldn't bring myself to move from my spot underneath the blanket covering my legs. Music played softly, my favorite instrumental Christmas album, one that was only piano.

A perfect December night. The kind I used to dream about enjoying.

The hot chocolate wasn't so hot when I took another sip and let my head rest on the side of the chair, but there was nothing about the moment that could be ruined. I had my own space, and even three days after moving in, I couldn't—didn't want to—let go of the overwhelming sense of peace that it had brought me.

My eyes landed on the tree and I sighed deeply, feeling the smile spread across my face. It stayed there as I looked back out the window and wondered, yet again, what Tristan was doing.

Somewhere out there, probably at his house, he loved me.

He loved me.

It still seemed impossible. Almost as unbelievable and extraordinary as the snow that was falling from the sky. But as each day passed, eight of them since I walked out of his shop, I felt more and more settled in the knowledge of it. The truth of it. It was creeping slowly across my heart the same way my smile had over my face, unconscious, unforced and real.

I missed him.

Me: I’m watching it snow from my new townhouse, and thinking about you.

Me: Thank you for giving me this time. X

Tristan: You’re welcome.

Tristan: Don’t forget to text if accidental explosions are on the line.

Me: : ) Noted.

Smiling, I set my phone back down on the table, and almost immediately, it buzzed again.

Rory: DID YOU TEXT HIM YET, YOU BITCH? YOU ARE KILLING ME. He was here a couple hours ago with giant puppy dog eyes and I had to fight not to burst into tears every time I saw him look at your picture.

I smiled but didn't laugh, because the thought of Tristan with puppy dog eyes made my stomach twist uncomfortably.

Me: Calm down. I texted him that I was thinking about him a couple minutes ago and thanked him for giving me time.

Rory: THAT’S IT?

Me: *eye roll* Isn’t that better than nothing? He deserves me to be completely SURE, Rory. I’m going to treat his feelings with the respect they deserve, and I think that’s what he wants me to do, even if it takes a few days.

Rory: I hate it when you're rational.

Me: Did he really have puppy dog eyes?

Rory: Oh no, I'm not telling you SHIT. Text him yourself and ask. Tell him how badly you messed up your first adventure in living alone yesterday. I'll never forgive you if that grease doesn't come out of my pants. I GOT THOSE IN ITALY.

Now I laughed. There'd been a slight leak in my kitchen sink, and instead of calling the landlord, I wanted to see if I could fix it myself. I had a hot pink tool kit that Garrett bought me, and isn't that what YouTube tutorials are for?

Well, a few gallons of water on the kitchen floor later, and a surprise visit from Rory where I roped her into helping me, I had to cave and make the call anyway.

There was a brisk knock on my front door, and I set my phone down before peering down into the parking lot. Garrett's black BMW was parked next to mine, and I threw the blanket off my lap with a groan.

"I was warm under a blanket, you ass," I said as I pulled open the door.

One arm was clutching two brown paper bags, and the other gripped a bag I recognized from Mom's basement.

"I brought Chinese," he told me as he walked past me. "You can beat me up after we eat."

"What do I owe the pleasure?"

He humphed as he set the food down on the large kitchen island. "Mom thinks you must be lonely. She guilted me into getting you food and bringing you some of the Christmas decorations she forgot to send with you when you moved out."

"Forgot?" I said under my breath.

"I know. Highly unlikely, as she has the memory of an elephant."

While I rummaged through the divine smelling takeout boxes, I snickered. "I'm going to tell her you called her that. She'll love it."

Garrett raised his middle finger while he opened up his Pad Thai. We ate in silence, and occasionally, his gaze would travel around the large family room that connected to the kitchen by way of an arched-in dining room that still sat empty.

"You need furniture."

"I've been here for three days. Besides, there's no rushing perfection." My eyes landed on my sole Christmas decoration. "Like my tree?"

He snorted. "No. I hate it. At least it's not like, pink or something."

"I really hope you give me more credit than that."

His hazel eyes zeroed in on me, unblinking and surprisingly serious. "I give you a lot of credit, little sister."

I finished chewing and then wiped my mouth with one of the napkins tucked into the bag. "I know you do."

Garrett was quiet after that, as was I. But it wasn't uncomfortable. Just me and my big brother, standing up in the kitchen and eating Chinese. A lump of emotion stuck in my throat as I stared at him.

"Did you come to check on me?" I asked quietly.

When he sighed and looked into the other room, I bit back my smile. He set down his chopsticks. "Maybe."

I moved next to him and laid my head on his shoulder. "I'm happy. You have nothing to worry about."

"Happy ... like, happy being single?"

"Oh my gosh, you are as subtle as a hurricane, Garrett." I shoved him and went back to my food. I couldn't help but tease him a little. "So, are you more worried about me or Tristan?"

My statement hit right on target, even if it wasn't my intended target. I thought he'd laugh, wrap me in a brotherly hug and say, Of course I'm worried about you. You're my sister. But that's not what he did. Garrett shook his head and got a distant look in his eye.

"Of anyone I know, Tristan is the last person who would ever need me to worry about him."

Questions sprang up like bubbles, my curiosity unleashed like someone had popped the cork off a champagne bottle. "Tell me about him," I found myself saying.

Garrett raised his eyebrows. "You haven’t gotten to know him yourself the last few months?"

My face heated, but I didn't take it back, didn't wave it off. "Yeah. I mean, I know him. More now, of course, than I used to. But from your perspective, I'd like to hear about him."

For a moment, he looked at the ceiling. "I was not mentally prepared to step into some romantic drama starring my sister. I'm not sure if I can do this."

“Oh yes you can. Want to know why? I kept talking myself out of liking this guy because of what you told me the week I left Marcus.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Oh no, this is not my fault. I just told you not to aim his direction if you wanted a one-night stand. And why did I do that?”

“Because you knew how he felt,” I murmured guiltily.

“Because I knew how he felt. It wasn’t my story to tell, and I think you know that.”

“I do, I do.” I glanced at him. “So you’re going to talk about him now, right? Everything’s laid out there, no more secrets that I need to learn.” Garrett groaned dramatically. I slugged him in the shoulder and went to toss my empty carton in the garbage canister next to the island. "I have beer."

"Sold."

We cleaned up the counter and I put the leftovers in the fridge, grabbing a beer for Garrett and more hot chocolate for me. When I took my mug out of the microwave and blew on the steaming surface, he rolled his eyes. Sniffing haughtily, I reached next to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of Irish cream, pouring a liberal amount into the mug.

"Better," he said around the mouth of the bottle.

I took my seat in the blue chair and Garrett sprawled on the couch.

After wrapping the blanket around my legs, I gave him a stern look. "Talk."

My brother looked so miserable, I almost told him to forget it. But this ... this was important. The last handful of days, while they felt long to me, I couldn't even imagine what they'd felt like to Tristan. I owed it to him to figure out what I felt.

Was I attracted to Tristan? Not even a question

Did I like Tristan? Yes, absolutely. I liked Tristan a lot. Butterflies, heart-eyes, tummy flips, the whole shebang, when I thought about him.

Was I ready to say that his love for me was a weight I could carry, accept responsibility for within a relationship that would be emotionally uneven? I wasn’t sure yet.

"I met Cole first," he started. "He was my real estate agent, and lived a couple streets over. He moved into his place around the same time that Michael and Tristan moved into theirs, so Cole introduced us about a month later. From the very beginning, Tristan was quiet. Reserved. But not an asshole, you know? Marcus was a quiet asshole because you knew he just wasn't paying attention to you, but Tristan was like," he paused and searched for the right word. When he found it, he smiled. "He was the observer. Always paying attention to what was going on around him. If something made the rest of us laugh, Tristan would maybe give a small smile, you know? Always just a bit ... separate, I guess. But always paying attention."

It was the Tristan I knew, too. The one I'd seen over the years. The one that I remembered meeting, liking almost instantly.

"Separate on purpose?"

Garrett nodded slowly. "Yeah, I think he prefers it that way. He hates being the center of attention. Michael is so different. He's the extrovert, the one who always makes people laugh. I guess it was the same when they were growing up. Their dad left when Tristan couldn't have been more than six or seven, from what I've heard. He came around occasionally, but not for long. Tristan stepped up to help his mom a lot, and then went right to work for his uncle after high school. Same as Michael."

I wrapped my arms around my legs and set my chin on the top of my knees while I tried to picture a younger Tristan, helping around the house, trying to fill the absence left behind from his father. I missed mine with an ache that would probably never really go away, and he had to try and take the place of his for completely different reasons.

An absence of choice on the part of the man who should be featured most prominently in your childhood. No wonder he’d answered me the way he did when I asked if he was like his father.

"Tristan is one of the hardest workers I know," Garrett continued. "When he does decide to string together enough words to make a complete sentence, he can give some damn good advice. He's loyal to the people he cares about. He’d give the shirt off his back if someone needed it. His hair is awful and I wish I could hack it off while he's sleeping."

I burst out laughing. "It's not awful. It fits him perfectly."

Garrett sighed. "Yeah. I guess."

"You love him," I mused. "You love all your friends."

He was quiet, head resting against the back of the couch, even closed his eyes for a couple seconds before he answered. "I do. And Tristan is honestly one of the best guys that I've ever known. Even though there were times that I thought he was certifiable for not figuring out how to move on from you, I never doubted the sincerity of what he felt. Never doubted his intentions toward you." Then he dropped his chin and looked at me. "Because the thing about Tristan is that once he makes up his mind about something—about someone—that's that. He'll never waver. Never turn his back."

There was a spot behind my breast bone that felt warm and melty, and I wanted to rub at it, but didn't want to move. "How long have you known?"

"Honestly? I feel stupid about it now, but I didn't even realize until Rory pointed it out pretty early in our relationship."

I smiled. "Really?"

"Really," he admitted easily. "Tristan doesn't exactly spew his emotions everywhere, if you hadn't noticed. And he was very, very good at keeping what he felt for you under wraps. Rory and Kat picked it up before any of the guys did, I think."

There were two different parts of me when it came to Tristan. One that was ready, so ready, to learn more about him. To soak up any pieces that I could. And the other part wanted to keep him a secret, just for a bit longer, until I could decide that he should be the one to tell me all these things, show me all these things.

"Were you mad at him when you found out?"

Garrett didn't even have to pause before shaking his head. "No. I wasn't mad. I knew him well enough at that point, and had been around the two of you in enough situations to know that he'd never push you. He'd never disrespect you or make you feel uncomfortable."

I closed my eyes against the sudden wave of sadness that I felt for Tristan. The years he sat back, undoubtedly aware that I was miserable, but still doing nothing because he had so much integrity, so much respect for my decision to stay with Marcus.

I swallowed my emotions down as Garrett kept talking. "I did have one That's my sister and I'll beat your ass if you do anything to hurt her talk with him though."

"What?" I narrowed my eyes at him. "When?"

"Not too long after Dad died. Maybe I was feeling a bit more protective than usual."

"Garrett," I said, unbearably touched.

That was waved off. "You had that whole thing in the will, and I know I didn't handle it too well. I could've gone easier on you, supported your decisions more. I guess I wanted to make sure that Tristan wouldn't complicate the situation for you."

"He wouldn't have." As soon as I said the words, I knew how true they were. Even if he'd known about the caveat in my dad's will, even if he'd known the extent of how miserable I'd been, even over a year ago, he never would have been the person to push me in a direction I didn't want to go in. Tristan would never have used his own feelings to try and manipulate the path I was taking, certainly not to make things easier for himself.

And in the moment that he finally admitted how he felt to me, I'd basically accused him of exactly that.

Shame had me closing my eyes. Not because I'd had such a strong reaction to him, that was only human when confronted by feelings as strong as his were for me. But because I'd lost the ability to take a deep breath and think about what my situation—stretching back so many years—must have been like for him. And then to have that barrier suddenly lifted, he was probably as confused as I'd been in a lot of ways.

If he'd told me eleven weeks ago how he felt, I would've slammed the door in his face. Figuratively, of course. But the words would've fallen on deaf ears. Even though it wasn't that long ago, I wouldn't have been ready. Not even remotely.

"Anna, I can't tell you what to do when it comes to Tristan. I'm not going to push him on you, because you already know he's a great guy. The best kind of guy." My brother's eyes were so kind and so warm that I almost burst into tears. "But that doesn't mean you'll think he's perfect for you. If you don't? He'll be okay eventually. You're not indebted to him because of how he feels. You only need to pursue a relationship with Tristan if that's what you want."

I knew he wasn't wrong, and it was something that I'd thought about since I walked out of his shop, until my head and heart and gut all tangled together. Was I ready to fully bear the weight of Tristan's feelings for me? Let him fully bear the weight of what I was still working through? Some days I thought I was.

Those were the days I reached for my phone with his name on my mind, ready to hear his voice say my name. Some days, it felt like a burden that was too precious to take on, a responsibility that was too great when I was still dealing with issues outside of him.

I stood, as did Garrett, and he wrapped me in a tight hug. When he dropped a kiss on the top of my head, my eyes stung with tears.

"It's nice when you're not being such pain in the ass," I told him.

He laughed. "I'm glad you think so."

"Give Rory a hug for me."

Before he walked out the door, he grinned. "Oh, I'll give her more than that."

"Garrett," I whined. The sound of his retreating laughter was drowned out once the door slammed shut behind him. Shaking my head, I made my way back to my chair.

I took another sip of my drink, the Irish cream warming my belly. The music from the speakers paused briefly before restarting, and again, I watched the snow. The flakes were smaller now, swirling in the air to unseen gusts of wind. Tomorrow, it was supposed to be sunny and in the fifties. Welcome to Colorado in the winter. Christmas was just around the corner, and shortly after that, I'd flip the calendar over.

A new year.

If everything went the way it was supposed to, I'd be Anna Calder again before that happened. Any day now, actually.

Officially divorced. Officially free.

On a whim, and not really thinking through what would happen if he ignored me, patronized me, or just didn't give me the answer I was seeking, I sent a text to Marcus.

Me: Why did you stay? I never thought to ask.

Me: I'm not asking to change anything that happens from here on out. I'm just curious.

Not expecting him to answer, I set my phone down and snuggled further under the blanket, worrying the soft edges with my fingers. My phone buzzed and I took a deep breath before picking it up.

Marcus: I've thought about that a lot the last few months. I think it felt easier than trying to start over, because there was no guarantee that that would be any better.

Marcus: Why did you?

It was the most honesty I'd gotten from him in years. And I didn't really feel much of anything when I read his answer again. My thumb traced the edge of my cell phone case and I realized it was because it didn't really matter why Marcus hadn't left. Getting an answer from him might clear up some confusion I had about the past, but it wouldn't alter my steps moving forward. And that was all I really needed to focus on.

Me: Pretty much the same.

It was the truth. I could’ve blamed his affair. I could’ve said that until that moment, I was clinging tightly to our vows, but my inaction for all those years was as much about me, as it was about him. But going into all of that wouldn’t matter to him. I’d asked, and he’d answered, which was more than I expected, as anti-climactic as the exchange may have turned out to be.

As I set my phone down again, I knew that there wouldn't be another text from him, wouldn't be another that I sent. The next exchange would be our names traced in ink on legal papers, and that would be that. The final piece set into place, another cog in the wheel of what I was trying to build. Necessary to set it into motion, something I'd never be able to erase about my past, something that would always shape a part of who I was in the future.

And while the snow kept falling, I smiled, because I knew that there was one person who wouldn't ever want to change that part of my past, because it brought me into his life.

Now I just had to decide what I was ready to do with that.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Tristan



Christmas came with little fanfare, other than a few random texts from various friends and family that I only heard from on holidays. Michael, Brooke, the twins and I had done dinner at my mom's the night before, as was our tradition. Michael, if he knew what had happened with Anna, never asked me about it. Neither did Brooke. And for that I was grateful.

I woke late that day, did some reading while the radio played quietly in the background. There were no decorations at my house, because it felt unnecessary for just me to enjoy. Especially since I was rarely home. But it seemed I was forced to be that particular day.

Michael and Brooke wanted to celebrate with the twins. My mom was at my uncle's house, and then with friends like she did every year. My uncle, the jerk, had forbidden me to work on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day, which felt like a jail sentence since I still hadn't heard from Anna, aside from that one text exchange.

Stores were closed, even if I wanted to go wander around. And I didn't feel like I had the energy to go skiing, even though the snow we'd gotten over the past few days would've been perfect for it.

I convinced myself that I could spend the entire day at home and keep my mind off of the fact that it had been nine days, almost ten, since I'd seen her. Heard her voice.

And I was doing all right until around lunch time, when there was a timid knock on the front door. My heart leapt and I forced myself to walk slowly to see who it was.

Through the windows next to the door, I saw Cole's wife Julia peek her head around and give me a friendly wave. Disappointment sliced through me and the force of it was so strong that for a moment, I struggled to breathe. But I fixed my face into a more pleasant expression and opened the door regardless.

"Merry Christmas," she said warmly, holding up a small gift bag. "I come bearing gifts."

"Come on in. It's cold out there."

She stomped the snow off her boots on the porch before she did. "Thanks, I promise I won't intrude for long."

Julia was someone that I didn't spend much time with, certainly not just the two of us. As Brooke's sister, and Cole's wife, you'd think I would have had double the reason, but they were so busy with work and their foster son who they were close to being able to adopt that it was hard for them to get out socially.

Not only that, but the first time I met Julia, I wasn't exactly friendly, so I still felt a certain level of unease around her, even though I knew she'd forgiven me for it. All I'd known of her was that she'd been gone for years, and my friend still loved her. When she came back to Denver, my worry about Cole had made me suspicious of her. Wary of her intentions. But she'd more than proven herself.

"Merry Christmas to you too," I said belatedly, as she unwound the red scarf she had wrapped over the top of her brownish blonde hair, in lieu of a hat.

"Cole asked if I could bring that over before we go to my parents for lunch. He's feeding Marcus and didn't want to relinquish his job."

I smiled, even though their admittedly adorable foster son's name being the same as Anna's ex still gave me pause. That thought was immediately followed by another, that we didn't have to deal with the asshole Marcus anymore, and now that name would only have good associations, the child that Cole and Julia had been waiting for the past eight years.

When I didn't immediately look in the bag, she gave me an expectant smile. "Oh, right, sorry."

There was an abundance of tissue paper sticking out the top of the bag, and she laughed when I stared at it for a beat, unsure of how to go about unwrapping whatever was in there.

"Just pull it out," she said with a patient smile.

I did as she asked, letting the green and red paper fall to the floor when I spied what was in the bottom of the bag. A beautifully frosted small cake and an ornament with little Marcus' picture, alongside a smiling Cole and Julia, framed inside a handprint, presumably Marcus', made with red paint. Very carefully, I pulled it out by the silver ribbon attached to the top and saw the words, Merry Christmas, from the Mallinsons.

I smiled at her, feeling the unwelcome but not unsurprising pinch of emotion in my throat. They'd waited for this for so long, and been through so much to come out the other side. In the picture, Marcus' tawny skin and wide, toothless smile was smooshed in between Cole and Julia's faces, and they all looked so happy that my voice was rough when I spoke.

"Thank you. If I had a tree, it would go right in the front."

She glanced around the room, laughing a little at my complete lack of decorations. "Oh well, maybe next year."

A year away. What would my life look like in a year? When I thought of next year, I couldn't see it, couldn't picture it, couldn't pretend like I was so sure anymore that I might be lucky enough to be sharing it with the person that I'd dreamt of for so long.

I set the bag down on the dining room table and let out a deep breath. I nodded slowly. "Yeah, maybe next year."

Julia watched me, rolling her lips in between her teeth for a moment while she did. "Tristan, can I ask you something? Not ask, I guess. But can I say something?"

Unable to stand, I pulled out one of my dining room chairs and gestured to it. Once she sat, I took my own seat at the head of the table. She placed her gloved hands on the table's surface and gave me a considering look.

"I don't know you very well, and I don't know Anna very well either, but it's almost impossible in this group of friends to not hear things, even with as absent as we've been the last few months." She licked her lips nervously. "And I know that your situation is different than what Cole and I went through. Very different," she clarified instantly when I raised my eyebrows. "But if I may, I might be able to offer you some insight from Anna's perspective."

I sat back and watched her warily, finally nodding when I wasn't exactly sure what to say to that.

"It's true that I've never been in her particular situation," Julia started slowly. When her eyes held mine, they were full of compassion, understanding. "But I do know what it feels like to be ... oh I'm trying to even think of the right word ... overcome by the depth of someone else's emotions for you. It's staggering to realize that there's a person out there who cares about you so much that they're willing to wait for you for so long, to put their happiness aside for your own. It's humbling, and honestly, a little terrifying to come to grips with. To figure out how to take this astonishing level of commitment from another person and try to fit yourself into it, especially when you've changed so much."

While I listened, I rolled my neck and struggled not to fidget in my chair. I knew she wasn't wrong, but it was hard to hear some of the words she chose.

Astonishing.

Humbling.

Terrifying.

Staggering.

Julia must have seen what was written over my face because she leaned forward and laid her hand on mine. "I'm not trying to scare you, I promise."

"It's not working," I admitted.

Her answering smile was kind. "What I'm trying to say is that she will figure out what she feels. I just wanted to tell you that my opinion—for what it's worth—is that you're doing the exact right thing by giving her space."

It was what I kept reminding myself when another day passed. When the sun rose and set with no indication of her feelings. Hearing it from Julia did help, because if there was anyone that I knew who could most empathize with Anna, it was her. Cole loved her for years, never knowing whether he'd ever see his ex-wife again. Didn't even know where she'd moved. I was the only person in our group of friends who didn't think him insane for it, actually. Probably because his level of devotion to Julia made me feel ... also not insane.

"Thank you, Julia."

She stood and smiled. "No thanks necessary. I should probably get back to my boys, or we're going to be late."

I lifted the bag that was still holding the cake. "And thanks for this, too. It’ll probably end up being my lunch."

Julia laughed and slipped her scarf back on. "Oh, don't tell me that. It makes me want to feed you."

I found myself smiling, which felt good. "Don't worry too much. My mom sent me home with enough leftovers yesterday that I'll be set all week."

She sighed. "Good."

When I opened the door for her, I saw that the sun was shining brightly off the snow, and the wind had died down a bit. She smiled again before she walked back across the street. "Merry Christmas."

"Merry Christmas," I told her.

The fresh air felt good against my face and I breathed deeply before making my decision. I grabbed my coat and winter boots from the laundry room and shoved my hands into some gloves. Maybe a walk would do me good. Shake off some of the stagnancy that seemed to be brought on by my quiet day of inaction.

I closed the garage door behind me and took my time walking through the neighborhood. I passed a few families, some people walking their dogs, and everyone was smiling and friendly, holiday cheer like a brand they were all wearing.

My lungs expanded on each deep breath of bright, cold air and I felt my head clear. I wondered what Anna was doing today, whether she was spending time alone like me, or if she was with her family. Garrett and Rory's house was quiet and dark when I walked past it, so it was likely they were together.

But I tried as best as I could to not think about the future. To simply think about what was right in front of me. What was concrete and true. There was nothing for me to worry about at this point, because that wouldn't help. It was enough to recognize that waiting for Anna was hard, but ultimately worth it.

So instead of belaboring what was, I breathed and looked at Christmas lights strung along rooflines and draped over trees. For close to an hour, I walked around, until my stomach rumbled with an unhappy reminder that I hadn't eaten anything before Julia showed up.

But I felt good. Centered. Calm.

Until I turned the corner onto my street and saw Anna's SUV parked in my driveway. I stood perfectly still, because she was nowhere to be seen. All the calm that I'd felt moments earlier was gone. It fled in a rush, overcome by unstoppable hope.

It took everything in me not to sprint the rest of the way.

She must have used the spare key that I never felt like moving after she let herself in the first time, because she walked out of the side garage door that led to the porch, not realizing that I was only yards away. Hands propped up on her hips, she glared at her car.

"Mother effing stupid son of a bitch piece of shit vehicle. I have always hated you," she said loud enough that I could hear her on the sidewalk.

My smile was immediate, and I swallowed down a bark of laughter.

For a second, I stood there watching her, and when I felt like I had a slight leash on my emotions, I walked to her. Walked to Anna, who was here, waiting for me.


Chapter Thirty


Tristan



“Car trouble?"

She whirled, hand on her chest. Her cheeks were pink, and she wore a white cap pulled down over her black hair. "Holy crap, Tristan. Where did you sneak up from?"

I jerked my chin over my shoulder. "I was out for a walk."

Anna took a deep breath and nodded. "It's a beautiful day."

"It is."

Why are you here?

Do you have any idea how much I've missed you?

Those were the things I wanted to say, but instead, I just moved closer to her, but left enough space between us that eventually she'd have to bridge the gap. If she wanted to.

She grimaced adorably and walked down the couple steps of my front porch, then gestured at her SUV. "I, ah, locked my keys in my car."

My lips curved up, and her eyes flicked down at them. "How'd you manage that? Did your car teleport into my driveway?"

Anna exhaled a laugh, tucking a piece of shining hair behind her ear underneath the soft fabric of her hat. If this was my Christmas present, if she was my Christmas present, I'd never ask for anything again for the rest of my life.

"No, smartass, I drove here. You didn't answer the door, or your phone, so I was going to leave your Christmas present inside."

For a brief moment, I imagined Anna herself wrapped in a bright red bow, perched on the kitchen counter, waiting for me and I fought the urge to smile like a crazy person. I loved how she looked in red.

I pulled off my gloves and patted my jacket, but found my pockets empty. "Must have left it inside. Sorry about that."

"No, I, ah, I should have called earlier to see if you'd be home." She sucked in a breath, her eyes wide and nervous in her face. My hands itched to cup her cheeks and draw her closer, like I could feel the pull of her, a magnet to every cell of blood that ran through me. "It is a holiday. It was silly to assume."

Why are you here?

Do you have any idea how much I've missed you?

We stood quietly in the snow, my eyes searching her face and hers searching mine before she smiled. "I guess you'll have to help me break into my own car to get your present."

I scratched my jaw and regarded her vehicle. "I suppose that depends on what's waiting for me. Julia already brought me a cake and a homemade ornament, so it better be good if I have to break into a locked vehicle for it."

My teasing made her jaw drop open slightly. Simply being in her presence like this, without a single inkling of what she came here to tell me, had me feeling almost high. Buoyant and effervescent in a way that was completely alien to me.

She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. "I suppose you'll have to wait and see." Then her shoulders drooped. "But I had this whole plan once I realized you weren't home. It was very dramatic and meaningful."

"Was it?" I murmured, taking a step closer to her. She did the same, holding my eyes as she took another.

"Very."

I pursed my lips and gave her a thoughtful look. "Will it be less dramatic and meaningful if you just tell me what it is?"

Anna reached out and shoved at my shoulder, smiling widely. "Of course! That's not how Christmas presents are supposed to work. Telling the person what it is isn't very fun."

As she was pulling her hand back, I snatched it in my own and she sucked in a quick breath. Her bare fingers were ice cold when I wrapped both hands around them. Slowly, watching her the entire time, I pulled them up to my mouth so I could blow warm air between my fingers, warming hers while I did.

Anna swallowed roughly, color flooding her face beautifully.

"Your hands are freezing," I whispered as I released her. For a moment, her hand hovered in the air before she dropped it.

"My gloves are in the passenger seat by the keys."

Why are you here?

Do you have any idea how much I've missed you?

I felt the words on the tip of my tongue, ready to jump out to her, but something about this small dance we were doing felt too important to rush. This weightless moment of before. Before something big. Before something possibly life-altering. Before she might be mine.

Because the way she was looking at me, that's what it felt like. It felt very much like we were existing in a state of anticipation, and neither of us knew how to propel forward into action. Into after. After she told me why she was here. After she told me what she'd decided. After, after, after.

"Maybe," Anna said quietly, "maybe I could warm up inside for a while."

Then she held out her hand to me.

Before and after. Concepts that couldn't be touched, couldn't be held. Except in moments like this, where my fingers wove through hers and I saw her eyes fill, felt my own burn at how perfectly they fit together.

I lead us to the house, and the strangest realization crept over me. My heart wasn't on the verge of exploding, wasn't pounding or racing or stuttering.

It was beating in a strong, steady rhythm behind my ribs. Never more sure. Never more certain.

And her fingers squeezed around mine when we reached the front door.

I went to dig my key out of my pocket when I paused. "It's already unlocked, isn't it?"

Anna gave me an embarrassed smile. "Maybe?"

Under my breath, I laughed. I was shaking my head when Anna turned to me and raised her free hand to cup my face. Her thumb traced the groove in my face that appeared only when I really smiled.

"I love it when you smile," she whispered shakily. "It makes me feel like I just earned something precious."

The breath I pulled in was ragged, and Anna heard it, because she dropped her hand to turn the door knob, leading me into my house. She was silent while she shut and locked the door behind us.

Because I was incapable of doing anything, apparently. Except watch her movements, confident and smooth and determined. She turned her back to me and started unbuttoning her coat. Just as she pulled it off her slim shoulders and draped it over the back of one dining room chair, reached up to remove her white hat, I felt the cord snap off my repeated thoughts.

"Anna," I rasped and her movements halted. "Why are you here?"

Do you have any idea how much I've missed you?

Calmly, she set the hat down on the table and turned to me again, her eyes finding mine unerringly. She knew exactly where to look, knew exactly how much I needed to see her face in that moment.

And what I saw there...

I saw my answer.

"I'm here for you," she said simply.

A tear hit my cheek, and Anna tilted her head as she walked to me. Slowly and sweetly, she reached up and swept it away with her thumb.

"I'm here for you," she repeated, taking my face in her hands and then pushing the cap off of my head. My eyes fell closed and I memorized the way her fingers felt over my skin, the way she traced them lightly over my brow bone, the line of my nose, my jaw. The edge of my lips.

My eyes opened and she was closer. Closer. Closer.

I lifted one hand to cup the back of her neck underneath the heavy curtain of her hair and she shivered at the possession in that grip. My thumb lay perfectly at the edge of her jaw and I drew my finger along that hard line of bone under the silk of her skin.

Her chin lifted and the weight of her breath hit my lips. "I am here for you, Tristan. For you."

I only spoke once before I kissed her, and it was to whisper her name.

"Anna."

My chin dipped to close the scant sliver of space in between us and I brushed my lips against hers. Just once. Her eyes fell closed and she leaned up to do the same. Her mouth was cool and firm, her top lip fitting between mine while we both breathed into the kiss.

She pulled back to smile at me, and my entire world rocked with the gentle curve of it. Hope exploded, and I wrapped my arms around her waist, drawing her flush against me so I could fit my mouth against her again. Anna whimpered at how tightly I was holding her, and my tongue brushed the edge of her lips.

Let me in.

She did. Her tongue swept against mine, slick and wet, and I fought not to growl into her mouth. Anna lifted up on tiptoe and gripped the back of my neck with a strength that surprised and thrilled me. I sank into her lips, sucking and tasting as our tongues tangled.

This. This kiss. Her lips against mine. Deep and hot and unending. It was the most powerful thing I'd ever felt, and I was stripped bare against it. She could have been wielding bullets and bombs, weapons that might have been dangerous before I experienced this kiss, and I would stand with arms wide open to take every single one of them if it meant that I could still own this kiss.

My armor was gone in her arms, I had no way, no will, no desire to protect myself against her, and we wound around each other, my hands trembling as I dug into her hair, let it wind silky and soft in between my fingers.

Her teeth scraped my bottom lip, and then I did growl. Against mine, her lips curved into a satisfied smile.

I pecked at her top lip, then her bottom lip, then each corner of her mouth. Her hips rocked against mine, and I walked us backward until her back met the wall.

Beneath my hands, she curved into my body like melted metal. Pliable and hot. I wanted to sink into her and never, ever leave.

I heard her sniff when I tilted my head to the side and deepened the kiss yet again. My head pulled back, and I saw a tear leak into her hairline. I kissed it off her skin before it disappeared, and she slid her hands underneath my coat, around my back and fisted my shirt in her small hands.

"Don't cry, my love," I whispered against her skin and she buried her forehead into my neck. "Don't cry."

"I've ... I've never felt..." her voice drifted off and she sniffed again. Her lips pressed against my throat, where my pulse hammered.

"What?" I said, tilting her chin so I could speak against her lips. Soft kisses. A harder press of my mouth against hers, which she met and gave back with sweet suction and slow licks of her tongue against my own.

A tease and a promise, and all I wanted was more.

Her voice was shaky. "This. I've never felt anything like this."

I slid my hand over her cheek and cupped the back of her head, pressing my forehead to hers as I rested my body against her, over her, around her. "Do you have any idea how much I've missed you?"

Instead of answering, she smiled, and her hands started to push my coat off my shoulders. I helped as best I could, but my hands didn't want to leave her body. Ever again. My coat hit the floor by our feet. Her hands smoothed over my chest, my shoulders, my biceps, and I had to close my eyes.

My entire body was on fire, trembling slightly at how out of control I felt.

"You could tell me," she said slowly, her hands stopping only when they reached the space over my heart. I clasped my hands over them and pressed them there. "Or I could tell you something instead."

"Tell me what?"

Desperate for her words, for her thoughts, for what she'd pondered and puzzled for the past two weeks, I held myself over her, her back still pressed against the wall.

That's when my phone buzzed. I ignored it easily, but Anna let out a breathy laugh that I captured with a soft kiss. Then another. She sighed into my mouth.

"Tell me," I said gently. "Whoever it is can wait."

"Even on Christmas?" she teased.

It buzzed again and I growled in frustration. "Even on Christmas. I don't care what day it is. Whoever, whatever it is, it can wait."

My fingers found their way underneath the back of her shirt to trace the bumps on her spine and she arched closer to me, our stomachs pressed tightly together. Anna closed her eyes and tilted her chin back. I nipped the curve of it with my teeth and she whimpered.

"It can wait," she agreed breathily.

This time, the buzzing was louder, angrier and I dropped my head into Anna's shoulder. She laughed as she wrapped her arms around me. "I am going to kill whoever that is."

Anna sighed, her hands moving in slow circles on my back. I wanted to arch into the soothing contact, something I'd only dreamt of from her. "It might be an emergency. Trust me on that."

Her dad. I knew she was thinking about her dad. I blew out a hard breath and straightened, taking a brief moment to look at the picture she made slumped against the wall like she was. Her hair was messy from my hands, her lips slightly swollen and pink, her cheeks flushed and her shirt un-tucked and crooked.

She was perfect.

When I walked to my phone, I heard the sound of her hitting her head against the wall and smiled. When I found where I'd left it on the counter, I saw three missed calls from Michael. As I picked it up, another started coming in and I swiped my thumb angrily to answer it.

"Yeah," I barked.

"Holy crap, dude, answer your phone much?"

"What do you want, Michael?"

"Geez," he muttered. "Merry Christmas to you too."

I closed my eyes and rolled my neck. "You have ten seconds to tell me if there's an emergency or I'm hanging up."

"It is an emergency."

"A real emergency or just something you think is one?"

A quiet laugh came from behind me.

Phone pressed to my ear, I turned to face Anna again, where she was still leaning up against the wall watching me. There was heat and promise in her dark, dark eyes, and I had to blink away to pay attention to Michael.

"It's a babysitting emergency."

I exhaled loudly. "I'm hanging up now."

"Tristan, come on, Mom was supposed be doing her friend thing but I guess she woke up with a fever today, and I forgot I promised Brooke I'd take her to a movie on Christmas Day which is like, one of her favorite traditions and aren't my kids so damn cute you just want fourteen of your own? I swear, you won't even know they're there."

Anna had started walking toward me, and I knew she could hear Michael because she was smiling widely. I narrowed my eyes at her. "Michael, no."

"Don't you remember how cute it was when Piper called you Uncle Tristan for the first time? Even your stone heart grew three sizes. Besides, you told me you had nothing to do today."

Nothing to do today. My eyes swept down the length of Anna's body, and she did the same to me. My mouth went dry when she started unbuttoning her shirt. The nimble movement of her fingers had me transfixed, with each sliver of skin she uncovered had my heart skipping into the unsteady rhythm that I'd expected earlier.

"No, Michael," I repeated more firmly.

"You still haven't said why."

"I'm hanging up now."

Anna's shirt fell off her shoulders, and underneath it was a simple ivory camisole. With nothing underneath. I knew from the shadows of her nipples, the curve of her breasts. Against it, the sleek lines of her skin glowed. I disconnected the call and tossed my phone with a loud clatter.

"As I was saying," Anna said like we hadn't been interrupted. I took a step toward her, and she backed away as her hands went to the button of her black pants. "I think I should tell you something instead."

When she pushed her pants down until they rested along the tops of her slender hips, I worked to swallow.

"You are making it difficult for me to pay attention to what you're saying."

Anna's smile was temptation and sex and amusement and I found myself mirroring it.

“I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re not,” I said, working on the buttons of my own shirt. “If we’re going to stand here not touching, you better start talking, or I’ll find a way to make you,” I threatened.

She laughed deep in her throat and my skin tightened in response. “Yeah?”

I hissed in a breath through clenched teeth when she pushed her pants down with slow, teasing motions before kicking them away. My own personal striptease.

"Then you’ll have to catch me first."

I narrowed my eyes and her smile grew. I lunged, which she wasn't expecting, because she shrieked in laughter when I caught her by the waist and hoisted her easily into my arms. With one arm under her knees, one around her back, her arms looped around my neck, I carried her down the hallway, her laughter bouncing off the walls, and I realized that I'd never wanted a quiet house at all.

All I'd been waiting for was her to fill it with her happy sounds.

To fill me up with the same.

There was a moment where I paused before carrying her through the doorway and into my bedroom. Should we have talked first? I still didn't know exactly what had happened during the last two weeks, what had made her show up today.

"What is it?" she asked quietly, sliding her fingers slowly against the skin at the back of my neck.

I tried to gather my scattered thoughts in a way that would sound simplified, pared down to what was most important. Briefly, I gave a meaningful look into the room beyond us, only one lamp lighting it. "This changes things."

She smiled in understanding and tilted her chin up to kiss me sweetly. I felt it gather like a ball of light, somewhere deep in the pit of my belly. Just as our tongues touched and I held her even more tightly against my chest, Anna pulled back.

"I want to feel your skin on mine, Tristan." She held my eyes, and I saw the truth in them. "All I want is for you to hold me while I tell you everything. Can we do that?"

My answer was to take two long strides forward and kick the bedroom door shut behind us, closing out the world, closing out everything except me and the woman I loved.


Chapter Thirty-One


Anna



He carried me like I weighed nothing, and underneath me, I could feel the shifting and bunching of his muscles. Where my inner vixen had come from while he was on the phone with Michael, I had no freaking clue. At that point, I was acting on sheer instinct.

The shift had gone from heavy and emotional to playful when I heard his clipped answers and growls to whatever Michael had asked of him on the phone. His eyes, when he was across the room, felt like slow drags of his fingers over my skin. That's when I started unbuttoning my shirt.

There'd been no second guessing, no questioning, because it was him. The moods we’d already captured in just a few short minutes eclipsed anything I’d ever felt before. Heat—unbearable, incendiary heat—and laughter. Sweet, skin-splitting happiness all mixed in.

This. This is what I’d been missing for so many years.

Before he released me, Tristan nuzzled his mouth to my jaw and breathed in deeply against my skin. Goose bumps popped over my arms, but not because I was cold. There was so much heat coming from his body that I felt like cold would never touch me again. He'd make me impervious to it, just by being near me.

Desperate for the touch of his mouth, I sought his lips with mine, and reveled in his immediate response. His tongue against mine, his lips pressing and moving perfectly with mine. His arm moved, and suddenly my feet were on the ground, but only long enough for him to run his hands up and down my back over my camisole.

Against my bare skin, the rasp of his shirt felt decadent and naughty. Underneath the silk of my top, my breasts felt heavy and tender.

My fingers traced the V of his throat before I leaned in to place a single kiss there. His skin was hot underneath my lips and I lingered, because his scent was perfect; spicy and clean and Tristan. Softly, I allowed my teeth to nip at the edge of his collarbone, and his hands tightened around my hips, fingers digging underneath the edge of my underwear.

"Anna," he whispered and I glanced up at him. It made me feel powerful, the way he looked at me. I felt impossibly free wrapped in the hard circle of his arms.

"Shirt off, please," I said, working my fingers underneath the hem of soft cotton. The pads of my fingers found hard muscle and hot skin and my eyes wanted to devour it as much as my mouth did. "I just want to feel you."

His lips, those talented lips, curved into a half-smile and I found myself grinning. I couldn't help it. Any time I saw his face transform with such slight movements, I felt more joy, more happiness than seemed possible.

Mmm, and then my joy shifted to something darker and lower in my body, a black spark of heat that spread over my entire body, because he did that guy thing where they reach behind their head to yank their shirts off. When he tossed it aside, I let out a deep, contented sigh.

He was perfect.

Hard muscle, stacks on either side of his stomach that I drew the tip of my pointer finger between, a deep V on either side of his hips leading down into jeans. This was a man. His frame was big and imposing, roped with muscles and veins and ink. Someone who earned his strength with hard work. I wanted to devour every inch of him, so viscerally that I almost felt possessed.

I stepped into him and pressed my nose against the skin directly between his pecs and inhaled greedily, my hands lightly running up and down his arms. He held himself so carefully in check, allowing me to explore, allowing me to touch and look my fill. When my fingers traced along his palms, the length of his long fingers, they curled up against my own.

By the heat in his eyes, I knew that he'd get his turn soon. And more than anything, I wanted to see this man undone. My man undone.

I blinked for a moment, because he'd said something before we came into the room. Something important.

This changes things.

"I had a whole speech prepared," I told him suddenly.

The sudden shift in topic—even though my hands were still on his skin and I hadn't pulled away—played out over his face. First confusion, then sweet, sweet warmth. Affection, followed by heady desire.

"Did you?"

His voice was a rumble, like a bass drum behind my sternum. It made every bone in my body vibrate tightly. I nodded.

Tristan took a step, forcing me backwards. Then another, until the backs of my legs hit the edge of his massive bed. When I sat and looked up at him, he planted his fists on either sides of my hips and gave me a hot, searching kiss, sweeping his tongue into my mouth until I had no choice to bend my back to meet the force of it. Match it and give him the same heat back.

"What was it?" he said against my mouth.

"Wh-what?"

My dazed response elicited a single breath of air, maybe a laugh, I couldn't be sure, because I was practically yanking him down on top of me. I needed more. More kisses. More skin. More of his weight on top of me. Just ... more. More of him.

Against my neck, he spoke again. "Your speech." He bit the tendon on my shoulder and my entire body shivered.

"Oh, umm, it was really..." I gasped when he used his hands to scoop underneath my arms and toss me higher on his bed. My legs fell open and he all but prowled on top of me to fit himself in between them. "It was really good."

"Yeah?" He bent his head and nosed up the edge of my camisole so he could kiss my belly button. His tongue dipped inside and I gasped, arching up underneath him.

"Uh-huh." My fingers dug into the muscles of his back and he hissed when I scratched down the length of his spine. My brain couldn't focus on anything except where his mouth trailed, soft, sucking kisses that landed on each hip bone. My hands dug into his hair when his tongue followed the top edge of my underwear. "Tristan," I breathed, not entirely sure what I was pleading for.

He gripped my hands in his as he came up over me, and pinned my arms above my head, kissing me deeply until I was writhing and whimpering. My legs came up around him so I could try and find purchase, find a way to ease what was building and tightening inside of me.

Tristan spoke into my ear, the drag of his lips against the sensitive skin there making my thighs tighten painfully against the roughness of his jeans still around his hips. "I'm sure it's incredible."

I squirmed. "What's incredible?"

Besides his mouth. His hands. His smell. His tongue. And oh, the hard ridge pressing against me when we moved together.

His mouth widened against my cheek, a broad smile that I quickly turned my head to see. His teeth flashed against the dark backdrop of his beard. I yanked my hands out from under his and shoved at his shoulder.

"You're teasing me," I laughed.

Tristan's eyes searched mine before he nodded. "I am."

Then he got right back to it.

I sucked in a breath through gritted teeth when he dragged his nose down the length of my throat, then used his teeth to pull down the straps of my camisole until they were hanging off my shoulders. When I imagined how this would play out—rushed hands, deep kisses, clothes flying—it all made sense.

But this? This drawn out torment, this slow, excruciating unveiling had never made an appearance in my mind. His body above me trembled slightly with each new part of my body that he tasted. I could feel the vibration underneath my hands when I was conscious enough to feel his own reaction beyond what he was doing to me.

Suddenly, I wanted to know what he felt. Focus on Tristan's responses to his hands on my body, his mouth on my skin. I pressed my fingers down the length of his back and arched up when his mouth closed over my breast, still covered in silk. His frame shook under my hands and a sound came from deep within his chest, the kind you can only make when you're not thinking about how you sound or whether anyone can hear you. Pure feeling, unconscious emotion dragged straight from your heart with a yank and a pull.

How was he being so patient? I'd never experienced it like this, intimacy that was meant to draw out the pleasure and extend it beyond what you thought your body could handle before someone snapped, before something broke open in screaming, back-arching relief.

"I- I still haven't told you anything," I stammered when he pulled the camisole up with the tip of one finger and blew lightly over the skin he unveiled. I covered my mouth with my hand and tried not to groan in frustration and sweet, toe-curling pleasure. It was official; Tristan Whitfield would be the death of me. Here lies Anna Calder. Death by foreplay.

He ignored me and kissed down my rib cage, like each curved bone was precious to him, important to what he was doing. Then he set his chin there and stared up at me. "Right now, I only need to know one thing. Just one, and then I'll give you what you need, take what I do too."

Yes. That, please. Just that.

I nodded frantically. "One thing. Oh, please just tell me, what's the one thing?"

Tristan moved, the muscles in his arms popping deliciously as he held himself over me, bracketing my head with his forearms. His eyes, dark and direct, held my own as I relished in his heavy weight on top of me.

"Are you mine?" he asked slowly, meaningfully. No further explanation as we laid there together, he didn't dip down and kiss me after he said the words. He simply watched my face, saw the way I smiled softly, and his eyes warmed in response.

I smoothed a hand up the side of his neck, dragged my fingers through his beard and traced the line of his lips. I knew what he was asking me. I understood the subtext of those three little words. He wasn't asking me if I was in love with him yet, wasn't expecting me to be in the place that he'd been emotionally for so long.

He was asking me if he could trust what this meant to me, to be here with him like this. He was asking if I was willing to trust the same thing from him. This wasn't just sex, to either of us. To him, and to me, this was a vow for more. It was all the things I'd had to reckon with, before I got in my car and drove here, that I could be sure of what my answer would be at the moment he asked it.

And I was.

Slowly, I pulled his face down to mine and kissed him gently. His eyes pinched shut and he repeated the press of our lips. Neither of us deepened the kiss. When he pulled back, I held his eyes.

"I'm yours, Tristan."

After I said it, everything took on a slow, decadent quality. His kisses felt more lush and wet, the way he moved against me harder and more intentional. The skin over my bones felt tight and sensitive, every brush of his fingers triggering a slow roll of fire that I could feel down to my toes.

My hands searched for the loop of his belt and he pushed down my underwear while I did, using his hands between my legs so deftly, with such skill, that I cried out after only a few moments.

We didn't bother getting under the covers, me because I couldn't imagine possibly needing more heat than what Tristan himself generated, and him because he whispered over and over against my skin that he just wanted to see more and taste more and touch more.

When he finally kicked off his jeans, he was naked underneath, and my camisole was quickly tossed to the floor. For a moment, Tristan pressed his forehead against my chest and just breathed, his hands trembling against my hips and his mouth open against my skin.

"It's like I can't see enough, I can't open my eyes wide enough to see all of you," he whispered, and I tilted my chin up toward the ceiling, struggling to contain the violent heat I felt at those words.

With my heel pressed to the bed, I rolled us over so that I was straddling him. My hands braced on his chest and I sat up straight, my hair brushing down the length of my back. His brow was pinched, almost like he was in pain while he looked at me.

"Is this better?" I asked, moving my hips in slow circles, even though we were still teasing, still delaying the inevitable.

He shook his head and slid a palm up my belly, between my breasts and curved it around the back of my neck. His other hand gripped me tightly, the thumb pressed into the sensitive skin underneath the jut of my hip bone. "You're so beautiful."

I leaned down and kissed him, and he wrapped his arms around my back, clutching me tightly to him. My hands cupped his face and we rolled again so I was on my back under him, Tristan drawing my knee up against his side.

Against my mouth, he whispered, "I love you."

And then he was inside me, one sure, slow thrust and we both groaned. He held that way, and I hugged his neck so tightly that I was afraid he'd think I was in pain.

Tristan began to move, and oh, he could move.

Our kisses were tongue and teeth, messy and deep and searching and full of harsh exhales and whispered expletives when it only took me a few minutes to tense up, the sweet silvery threads of release making me clutch around him and cry his name. Tristan's forehead was tight to mine as he chased his own finish, my name repeating endlessly on his lips when he did.

"Anna, Anna, Anna."

As I held him close, never in my life had I felt more safe or cherished or perfect. Tristan slumped against me and gathered me even more tightly to his heart with hard, muscular arms and hands that couldn't stop moving over my skin. I was shaking, and so was he, and it was all I could do not to burst into tears.

He pulled back and held my cheek, emotion making his face tight and wild and impossibly handsome.

"You really should look more relaxed right now," I teased, leaning up to give him a soft kiss. We lingered for a moment and his hand made a soothing line up and down my back.

Tristan exhaled roughly. "I was just trying to figure how we can manage staying in this bed for the next week without anyone noticing."

I laughed and kissed him again. "I think we can figure something out."


Chapter Thirty-Two


Anna



“You could give me your speech."

"Now?"

Tristan stretched and groaned, rolling to his side and pulling me so that I was tucked perfectly underneath his chin. My fingers traced lines on his chest and I breathed deeply. I pulled my knee up and laid it over his leg while his hand covered my shoulder.

We fit. It was as simple as that.

I took a deep breath and thought over the words that I'd practiced, in my head and out loud. "Well, it will lose some of the impact given that my Christmas present for you is still locked in the back of my car."

His broad frame shook with silent laughter. "You never told me what it was."

My mouth found the skin over his heart and I hovered there for a moment before pressing a soft kiss to where I could feel the thrumming underneath my lips, steady and sure and strong. Just like him.

"I had this grand idea," I said, briefly looking up and smiling. "I was going to attempt to build a bench for your deck. One where we could sit together and talk about our day. Just like you’d imagined we would."

Tristan leaned back so he could see my face better, a bemused smile curling his mouth. "Yeah?"

"It didn't work out so well. Apparently, woodworking is a very tough skill to master.”

He laughed out loud, a wide smile splitting his face in two. When would I lose the desire to feel those smiles under my fingertips? Never, I hoped.

“When that didn’t work,” I continued, “I ordered this massive porch swing made of metal and plastic, with a huge canopy and drink holders and cushions and oh, it's ridiculous and gaudy compared to what you could make. And then, the box was so heavy that I had to pay my neighbor's son and his friend to load it into my car because I couldn't lift it by myself."

He kissed my forehead, and I could feel his wide smile against my skin. "What was your plan for when you got it here?"

I sighed. "I hadn't quite figured that out yet." My arm tucked around his waist, and I couldn't help but marvel at the length of his torso, the shifting muscles underneath me and the way that he was so comfortable in his own skin. We were completely naked, over the covers of his bed, and he showed no sign that he wanted to move anytime soon. "I was too busy practicing what I was going to say to think about the bench, or leaving my car keys on the passenger seat apparently."

Again, he laughed under his breath and I added it to the mental tally of how many times he'd smiled and laughed since I held out my hand to him in the driveway. This was the part I loved the most, seeing this new, warm side of him.

Because he was happy.

Unrehearsed, and nothing like what I'd practiced, the words I hadn't been able to say started to flow.

"I knew that if I came here—came to you—that I had to be all in. It was as much about me and what I'd been through, as it was about what you told me. That's the realization I needed to come to. I believed what you'd told me as soon as you said it, I didn't doubt your feelings, the strength or depth of them. But it was about us being equal parts of this. Not me always feeling behind or like I was wrong for not being at the same place as you, at the same time, knowing that I could match your commitment to what we could be, and know that I meant it with every part of who I am."

Tristan held me tighter, breathed in deeply against the top of my head, but he didn't interrupt me.

"It was waking up one day and knowing that I didn't want to try life without you anymore. What I wanted was a life with you in it. Where I would wake up every day, secure in the knowledge that we were each other’s. Not just you being mine, me being yours. But us together." I set my chin on his chest and watched his face. "Does that make sense?"

He swallowed roughly and nodded. "Yeah."

"You've been alone in this for so long, Tristan," I whispered, feeling tears build against my will. "And I don't feel pity for you, or embarrassment for not seeing it earlier, because any earlier and it wouldn't have worked the way it did. Maybe you should've talked to me about it at some point, but you didn't make that decision to be manipulative or selfish, to coerce me into something I wasn't ready for, and you weren't wrong about me needing time."

"I should've respected you enough to be honest with you though," he interrupted. "Maybe it wasn't manipulative, but it certainly wasn't my bravest decision."

Shifting up so I could reach his mouth, I kissed him again. "Any time you choose to love someone, it's brave, because it gives them the power to hurt you. Believe me, I've lived the last handful of years in self-protection mode, because getting hurt was harder than numbing myself to it. And you, choosing every single day to continue risking your heart for something that had no promise of a return is one of the bravest things I can imagine, no matter when you finally told me. Once I trusted in that, once I recognized it and knew that I wanted any piece of you that I could get, I knew that I needed to be here. Needed to risk that you might tell me it was too late."

He shook his head. "You think I would've ever said that?"

I smiled. "I didn't think you would, no."

Tristan rolled so that he was on top of me again and I grinned happily, shifting my thighs against his, loving the feel of his coarse leg hair against my smooth legs. A week in bed sounded like an excellent idea, because already, I missed him. I needed him, wanted him, felt desperate for him.

He kissed me sweetly and I wound my arms around his neck when he tilted his head to deepen it. I made a mewling sound into his mouth when he sucked on my tongue. Then my stomach growled loudly. Mouth still over mine, Tristan laughed.

"Do you need me to feed you?"

I licked my lips, and they touched his in the process, which made him hiss in a breath through gritted teeth. "Maybe. Do you cook?"

"Not well. You?"

Humming contentedly, I arched my back and our stomachs pressed together. "Oh, I can manage a few things all right."

Tristan narrowed his eyes, knowing exactly what I was doing. "Food first." He pressed a hard, fast kiss to my mouth and then smacked my bottom. I squealed and he gave me a smirk so dangerous, so sexy that I had to clench my thighs together. "Then bed again. For the rest of the day."
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Coming in from the garage, I blew warm air in between my cupped hands. After using an old coat hanger trick to unlock her car, Anna's vehicle was moved in next to my truck so that it didn't gather more snow, and also so that my nosy-ass friends who all lived within two streets of me didn't have anything to gawk at this first blissful day that she and I got to experience.

Bliss.

It was a lighter feeling than I expected. Turning the corner from the mudroom into the open kitchen, I felt like I'd lost a hundred pounds of iron from my frame. Especially as I stopped to watch Anna stand in front of the stove top range, where she hummed carols and flipped perfectly golden pancakes on the griddle I didn’t remember owning.

A late Christmas meal when you were staying in demanded breakfast for dinner, according to her. The smell of bacon permeated the room, the sweetness of the pancakes was just behind it. She wore my t-shirt and her black hair was tangled, pulled back into a high ponytail. Her legs were bare, as were her feet.

Against the sudden wave of happiness, of peace, I had to close my eyes. The lightness inside of me was almost disorienting in its foreignness.

Anna must have sensed me watching her, because she glanced over her shoulder and smiled. "Ready to eat?"

My eyes tracked slowly down her body, and she blushed furiously in response.

"Pancakes, Tristan. Are you ready to eat pancakes?"

"I 'spose," I said and walked over to her. I peeled off my coat and tossed it over the back of the couch. As I stepped behind her and buried my head into her neck, she sighed happily.

"You're going to distract me again. I almost burned the bacon earlier when you did that thing with your hand."

Her breathy voice made me grin wickedly. The hand of which she spoke slipped underneath the hem of the shirt and I traced the edge of her underwear before sliding my fingers under the silky fabric.

"This?"

Anna's chin lifted and she turned to kiss me, making a sound into my mouth that I could taste on my tongue. "That," she moaned when she broke off the kiss.

"I have years of imagining what I'd do to you if I ever got you here, Anna," I whispered, biting her bottom lip. "You better get used to being distracted."

The thing I loved most is that I could see in her eyes that she wasn't intimidated by my honesty. The things that I used to choke on were there with readiness and ease. The things that were impossible to imagine verbalizing rolled easily off my tongue.

Since I really was starving, and I knew she was too, I gave her one last kiss and backed away so she could finish the pancakes. Pulling two plates down from the cupboard, I had a bizarre moment where I wondered if this was really happening. She looked real enough, mussed and disheveled and grinning down at the food she was making for us. The twinge I felt in my thirty-six year old hip from the second round against the wall in the family room felt real enough.

But I couldn't have done anything to deserve this. Nothing that I'd accomplished or given that was remotely at the level of earning her presence in my life.

With graceful movements that belied her experience and love for being in the kitchen, Anna served up two pancakes for each of us, my battered spatula getting more use in the last thirty minutes than it probably had in the last six months. She popped a piece of bacon in her mouth before she looked up at me.

"How many?"

"Four, please."

She raised an eyebrow. "Are you a growing boy?"

I narrowed my eyes and she laughed. When she sat down on the couch, she tucked a bare leg underneath her and faced me. The pancakes were light and fluffy and I shook my head when I demolished half of one in only a few bites.

"You'll be making these a lot," I told her.

"Oh yeah?"

"Yeah."

Anna finished chewing a bite and gave me a thoughtful look. "Favorite movie?"

I balanced my plate in my lap and reached out to tug her leg so that it was stretched out toward me. My free hand ran up and down her smooth shin. "Cinderella Man."

"Great movie. I think I've only seen it once, though."

I took a bite of bacon and jerked my chin in her direction. "Same question."

"Mmm." Her fingers found mine on her leg and she drew circles over my knuckles. "Mary Poppins."

My eyebrows popped up, not expecting that answer, but loving that she surprised me. "Why?"

"I loved it as a little girl, but when I watched it again in college, I just ... fell in love with it for completely different reasons." Her eyes lit up as she spoke, and I stopped eating to watch everything play over her face. "Mary Poppins is the ultimate hero to me. She's tough and firm and loving, she knows who she is and doesn't apologize for it. And she's selfless. She doesn't want to leave the family, but she does because she knows that she made them better, made them stronger, and left a bit of herself there in the process."

"Maybe we should watch it later," I found myself saying. "New Christmas tradition."

"Yeah?" she asked with a tiny, hopeful smile.

When I nodded slowly, she must have seen the weight of my emotions shift in my face, the set of my shoulders. Anna set her plate to the side and then leaned forward to take mine and set it on the coffee table.

Nimbly, she crawled over my legs and set herself in my lap so that she could smooth her hands over my shoulders and behind my neck. My hands landed naturally on her thighs and I loved the way her skin was under my hands, warm and firm.

She bit her lip and looked around. "And maybe a Christmas tree next year? Right in the corner by the slider."

"You think so?" My hands worked their way up her naked back and she inched closer.

"Mmmhmm. And we can have pancakes and bacon before we watch Mary Poppins and Cinderella Man."

As I inhaled, I leaned forward and kissed her slowly. She didn't hurry the way our lips met over and over. Didn't move in my lap in a way that would entice or seduce. She was just there, right there with me, feeling exactly what I felt as we talked about a future that suddenly felt clear and vivid and bright and perfect.

I knew she couldn't say yet that she loved me. It was too soon for that. And even if no one believed me when I said that, I meant it. Her being there, her understanding what I felt and not just accepting it, but embracing it, reveling in it, meant more to me than her forcing words simply because she thought I'd want to hear them.

Anna hugged me tightly and her slight frame shivered when I whispered into her ear. "I love you."

The way she lifted her head and looked into my eyes, not shying away from what I'd said, not acting like she was hiding from it or afraid of it, that's why I was okay with her not saying it back. And her smile, her brilliant, sweet smile, was a salve to my heart after so many years of being without her.

"I think you're the best Christmas present I've ever gotten," she said. "The best anything I've ever gotten."

I kissed her again, chuckling under my breath. "I'll wrap a red bow around myself next year."

She tilted her head back and laughed loudly. "Now that I like the sound of."

While she sat contentedly in my lap, we finished our food. Once she'd set her plate down, she shifted so that she was tucked in between me and the couch, my arm wrapped around her shoulder.

Her fingers picked at the buttons of my shirt before I felt her pull in a deep breath. That, I was learning, was a sign she was about to ask me something.

When she did, her voice was quiet, a soft pleading tone that made me want to scoop her up and never let her go. Though that was the plan anyway. "What other traditions will we have?"

"On Christmas?"

She shook her head. "Every day. Monday morning. Sunday night. Just normal days."

I hummed when I felt the weight of that question hit me square in the chest.

What will our life be like together?

That's what she was asking. That's when I realized that whether I felt like I'd done something to deserve her in my life or not, it didn't matter. Maybe I'd never deserve her, just like she'd never deserve the way I'd loved her all these years. It wasn't a checklist that you could tick off, a list of acts that you could complete to earn enough points. It was love. And none of us truly deserved it, but the right person would always give it freely.

My fingers found the curve of her chin and I gently tilted her face toward me. "Monday mornings, I'll make you your coffee and bring it to you in bed, and it'll get cold on the nightstand while I wake you up."

Her smile was slow and sweet, which was exactly how I saw Monday mornings turning out. "Tuesdays?"

"Tuesdays you'll bring me lunch at work because we won't be able to wait to see each other until we're done."

"We sound very desperate to be around each other."

I kissed the tip of her nose. "We are."

"Maybe on Wednesdays I could always make you dinner at my place, and you could stay the night in my too-small bed."

"I don't mind too-small beds, especially if you're in it with me."

"Thursdays, I'll return the favor and make you coffee in the morning, bring it to you while you're in the shower, and it will go cold on the bathroom counter."

"You gonna make sure my back is all scrubbed up?" I murmured against the top of her head, overcome by the pictures running through my mind. Not even the passion behind the words, but the intimacy that was implied. It knocked the breath out of me.

"Of course," she said on a laugh.

"Friday nights we'll cook together, but we're only allowed to wear our underwear."

"That sounds incredibly dangerous," she said with mock sincerity.

"Saturdays you can show me your favorite places to go, and then I'll do the same. We'll sit on the porch swing you bought and talk about the things we saw. Sundays we'll stay under the blankets and watch movies and visit our families and see our friends and maybe find a dog we can take on hikes." As I spoke, my voice deepened, and Anna's eyes filled. "And we'll probably fight sometimes. We'll always make up though. We'll live, Anna. And we'll be happy."

It took her a second to answer, and she swallowed a couple times before she did.

"I've always wanted a dog," she said in a shaky voice.

I smiled. "Yeah?"

Anna nodded. Her hands held the back of my neck and her eyes were serious when they gazed into mine. "And I've always wanted that life. I just wish that I'd known sooner that I wanted it with you."

She curled into my arms and I pressed my chin to the top of her head, my eyes closed and my heart full.

"We get to start it now," I said quietly. "And that's all that matters."


Chapter Thirty-Three


Anna



It shouldn't have surprised me that on the Monday morning that followed, Tristan woke me up by bringing me coffee while I was still cocooned under the heavy covers of his massive bed. And he was right, it did go cold on the nightstand.

Monday mornings with Tristan were good. Multiples good.

It also shouldn't have surprised me that on Tuesday, I brought him lunch and we sat in his shop, discussing the delivery of all his finished items for Millie's house, each one more stunning than the last.

Wednesday, I made him bulgogi, the only Korean dish I’d ever managed to master, and watched him wander around my place as he made sure everything was in good condition. He slept in my too-small bed and neither of us had a single issue with the amount of mattress space we were forced to share.

Thursday, I brought him coffee while he took a shower. It went cold, but his back was completely clean by the time we got out. My skin was pruney, and I conked my skull on the showerhead when he lifted me against the tiles. But we laughed so hard that he almost slipped and fell, so it was worth it.

Each day of that following week played out with an ease that was almost impossible to believe, through the weekend where we stayed in due to lots and lots of snow. It was exactly what we needed, like every day was a different kind of first date, a side of the other person being shown that we very much wanted to discover.

We hadn't shared with our friends yet, mainly because we hadn't seen them. The holidays were busy for everyone, so nothing about it felt like we were keeping a secret, or purposely keeping our relationship under wraps.

Every day, he told me he loved me, and every day, I knew that I was falling in love with him right back.

That was something I realized on a Saturday night, a week after I'd shown up at his place, as we got ready for Kat and Dylan's engagement party at his house. My dress was short, bright pink and fitted, with long sleeves and deep V in the back. He was straightening a dark gray vest over a white dress shirt, the sleeves rolled up to show the ink on his arms. Occasionally, we'd lock eyes in the mirror and he'd give me that smirk.

I knew it well now.

It was the smirk he gave me when he was about ready to throw me back on the bed. Honestly, after seven days with Tristan, it was a miracle I could still walk in a straight line. Or walk at all, actually.

"Tonight is a pretty big deal," I said, ignoring the smirk and adding a bit more blush on my cheeks.

"Yup. I'm happy for them." He lifted his chin and fidgeted with the collar of his shirt.

Quietly, I sucked in a deep breath and saw him notice, saw him narrow his eyes.

"What is it?" he asked.

Damn him and his perceptiveness. I set the blush down and perched my hip on the bathroom counter. "I think, just for tonight, we should wait to tell everyone that we're together."

His hands froze and he gave me an incredulous look. Or incredulous for Tristan. Basically his eyes widened slightly and that was about it. But for him, I knew what it meant.

"Tonight is about Kat and Dylan, and they've been together for so long, I don't want to detract from what the party is about." I slid in front of him, settling myself between him and the counter while he gave me a steady look. My hands smoothed up his chest, stopped when I could feel the comforting thump of his heart under my palms. "Just for tonight. Tomorrow we can shout it from the rooftops."

"You really think they'd be bothered?"

"No," I said, worried he would take this wrong, but it had been weighing on me all day at work. "It's like ... the unspoken rule that you don't wear white to someone else's wedding, or get engaged at their reception."

His eyes, warm and golden in the bright bathroom light, searched my face and then softened. "You don't want to be the center of attention tonight."

The sigh that left my mouth couldn't be stopped. "It's not even really that. I just ... they should be the center of attention. At least for tonight." Tristan still wasn't sold, or at least, even worse, he might have been disappointed. And that was the very last thing I wanted him to feel in me. I felt myself waffle as I stared at the notch at the base of his throat. Dylan and Kat wouldn't be mad. Would they? Everyone would be happy for us, I knew that like I knew my name.

"You're right," he grumbled.

My eyes lifted. "You're not just saying that to appease me?"

The edge of his thumb pressed deliciously against my hip bone, and I felt the corresponding zip up my spine that he could elicit with one simple touch.

"No." It was all he said, but I was learning with him that that was okay. If it was important to him that I knew more than that, he would've elaborated. Which is why I didn't push for more than that. "But ... you'll owe me for my silence."

One of my brows lifted slightly and I arched my hip into his hand. "You think so?"

Tristan lifted me onto the bathroom counter and I opened my legs as far as the short skirt allowed so he could step in between them. This man. I never thought I could feel so wanted. So sexy. Whether I was in pajamas or lingerie or a beautiful dress, he made me feel like the most beautiful woman in the world.

He stepped closer and carefully pulled my hair over one shoulder so he could kiss my neck lightly. Then he dragged his nose up my throat until he could kiss the edge of my jaw. "For hours. You'll owe me for hours. Whatever I say goes."

His laugh was husky and slow when I shivered. Diabolical man. "Sounds like an even trade to me."

Tristan’s teeth nipped at my bottom lip and I wound my hands around his neck.

"Great." He backed up so quickly that I almost fell off the counter, even though I was achy and wanting. My mouth dropped open slightly. He gestured to the door. "Don't we have to leave?"

"Wh-" I stammered. "Now?"

Tristan lifted his wrist to look at his large watch and then shrugged. "Might be traffic."

For the first time in my entire adult life, I pouted. He tipped his head back and laughed, the deep dimple in the side of his face making one of its very rare appearances.

That small dent in his skin, the deep sound coming from his chest made something in my heart clench, something sweet and profound and absolute. That was when I knew that if I made it another week without falling completely in love with him, it would be a mother effing miracle.

When I realized he was serious about leaving, I sighed and walked out of the bathroom after him. He helped me into my coat before we walked into the garage, and then opened the passenger door for me. As I watched him climb into the truck, neither one of us commented on the massive flaw in my plan to keep this under wraps, given that if anyone saw us drive in together, it would be a pretty damn big clue. But he stayed quiet, resting one large hand on my thigh as he drove, his other wrist resting casually on the top of the steering wheel.

Often while we drove, the radio stayed off, because we were usually talking. Tonight, it was quiet, and that felt okay too.

After about ten minutes, he turned to me when we were stopped at a red light. "I forgot to tell you earlier, but you look beautiful tonight."

I sank further into the seat. Melted, actually. Because of how dark it was outside, Tristan's face was difficult to see, and the hard line of his jaw was in shadows. His lips were too, but I saw his smile all the same. I smiled at him and laid my hand on top of his.

"Thank you," I replied quietly.

He looked forward again, lifted my hand so he could press a kiss to the back of it.

Little did I know that the real torture of the evening wouldn't start until he walked in the door only a few minutes after he dropped me at the front of the bar. An upscale sports bar might have been an odd choice for an engagement party, but Dylan managed the place, and it's where he and Kat met, so it felt appropriate that they closed early one night in honor of the couple, and it was filled with happy, smiling, laughing people when I entered through the large archway into the main dining room.

I saw Kat and Dylan first, and couldn't help but grin at how happy they looked. He was so tall, with dark hair and bright blue eyes. As they stood talking to someone I didn't recognize, he had his arm proudly around Kat’s shoulder, laughing at whatever story she was telling. Her arms were waving frantically, her normally messy blonde bob hair sleek and straight down to her shoulders.

When she caught sight of me, she smiled in apology at the person in front of her, and practically skipped in my direction.

"You made it! Oh, you look amazing, Anna." Her eyes were huge in her face when she held my hands. "Like, glowing."

My cheeks heated. Multiple orgasms every single day will do that to a girl, but I simply smiled. "You are too. Now let me see that ring again. I didn’t look closely enough when we were at the bar."

I was oohing and aahing over her beautiful, simple ring when I felt the air shift in the room at Tristan's appearance.

That is when the hard part began. Because I seriously, really, massively, one thousand percent underestimated how difficult it would be to be in the same room as him and pretend like I didn't know what his skin tasted like under my lips, or how he looked when he told me he loved me, that the first thing he did every morning was kiss the back of my neck.

How was I supposed to do this?

Look over at him and pretend like I didn't know all of those things?

Somehow, I finished my conversation with Kat before Dylan had to politely interrupt to drag her away for a different conversation. Garrett and Rory took her place, and I managed small talk, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tristan next to Michael and Brooke. I could see his profile, but not his eyes. If he'd just ... turn a bit, I'd know more of what he was thinking. Be able to have that small connection, that window into his fascinating brain that I was learning everything about.

"You okay?" Garrett asked.

"Yeah. Sorry. Just ... tired." I smiled at him and then Rory, who looked concerned. "I promise. I'm fine. Just not getting much sleep this week."

Rory nodded. "It can be hard getting used to a new place."

Yup. Sure. That was definitely it.

I took a flute of champagne off a tray from a smiling server and took a sip that was larger than was probably polite. "Mmmhmm."

Over the next thirty minutes, I barely remembered a single conversation, but I must have been managing all right, because no one else asked me if I was all right. Cole and Julia were there, and she showed me sweet pictures of their foster son. Brooke chatted with me about the twins, and Michael proudly told me that they were genius children because of their advanced potty-training skills.

That made me laugh, because now all I could see when I looked at Michael was how different he was from his brother. When Michael and Brooke walked away, I risked another glance at Tristan, and he was standing next to the massive fieldstone fireplace, watching me over the rim of his beer.

His eyes on me were steady and even, no concern whatsoever as to whether anyone noticed. I couldn't look away. One edge of his lips curled up and I found myself smiling back. When Dylan whistled for everyone's attention at the front of the dining room, I blew out a slow breath and tore my gaze away from Tristan.

"Thank you for coming tonight, everyone." He curled his arm around Kat's shoulders, his broad chest dwarfing her frame almost completely. She grinned up at him. "Kat and I appreciate your patience in getting this party planned. It uhh, took longer than I thought to convince her to marry me."

A laugh rippled through the room. Kat blushed prettily and smacked his stomach.

"But now that she has, we couldn't imagine celebrating without all the most important people in our lives." He tilted his pint glass toward a group of people on the opposite side of the room, all of whom bore similar hair and eye color to him. "Our family was able to come, as well as friends and coworkers who've been so important to both of us getting where we are today. I never imagined that making one decision in my life—the decision to move here from Michigan—could've led me to this kind of happiness."

He paused and cleared his throat, and I felt my own tighten up at the emotion in his face. Kat's eyes were shiny as she looked up at him.

"But it did. And no matter what I would've had to go through to get here, I'd do it a million times over if it led me to her."

Embarrassed of her tears, Kat buried her face in his chest, which made everyone laugh again, interspersed with a few sniffles. Dylan raised his glass for everyone to toast, and they did, all but me. Because I sought out Tristan. He was staring right back at me, no smile on his face now.

He blinked and nodded slowly, and I could practically hear his voice saying the same thing. No matter what I would've had to go through, I'd do it a million times over if it led me to you.

That's when it hit me, like someone dropped a brick over my head.

There was a reason it felt impossible. To pretend that I didn't know that he licked his bottom lip when he was concentrating on something. That he refused to pour syrup directly on top of his pancakes, always around the perimeter of the plate so that the pancake didn't get soggy, even though I teased him mercilessly about it. That he hated watching the news, that he loved when I sat scrunched behind him on the couch so I could rub his shoulders.

It felt impossible because I knew what it felt like to be in love with him.

I was in love with him.

The number of days were irrelevant. It could've been hours, and once the curtain dropped, I would have known that it was right and real.

As hard as this was for me tonight, he'd done this over and over and over and over. Stood in the same room and pretended like he was something else to me, that I meant something else to him. Something less. I felt a tear hit my cheek before I knew I was crying, and he saw it, starting toward me in the next heartbeat. Then he stopped, his face tight with pain.

And I didn't care who was watching. I didn't care whether I was stealing the spotlight, or if it was rude. All I cared about was that he knew that he was more important than any of that. I set my glass down and ran to him, throwing my arms around his neck and burying my face into his neck as he lifted me easily, his arms banded tight around my waist.

When I pulled my head back and kissed him full on the mouth, a loud roar erupted around us. Cheers, whistles and catcalls, clinking glasses. Tristan inhaled deeply and then smiled against my lips.

"Couldn't wait, huh?" he asked.

I touched my forehead to his, unable to speak, as he held me.

"Are you okay?" he asked quietly, worry evident in his low voice.

After giving him one more soft kiss, I held his eyes. "I love you, too, Tristan. And no, I couldn't wait to tell you."

He exhaled a heavy breath against my mouth, and I smiled.

Someone yelled, "Finally!" It might have been my brother.

But Tristan was too busy holding me tightly, kissing me deeply, for us to pay any attention. The world might have been falling down around us—and maybe someday it would—but in that moment, he and I were the only thing that could have possibly mattered.

This time when he set me down, he held my hand and we walked through the rest of the night together. Just like I had every intention of doing for the rest of our lives. And as he looked down at me, I knew he did too.

A million times over, Dylan had said. I’d go through anything a million times over, if it led me to him.


Epilogue


Tristan


Six Months Later

The first time I saw the cottonwood tree in the back of the property, thick branches stretching out like massive arms, I knew that the swing bench would go right there.

We hadn’t even bought the land yet when I realized it. Hadn’t designed what would end up being our home.

Now the home was there, a perfect combination of my taste and Anna’s. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows flanking a stone fireplace, we could see that tree from where we set the couch. The length of the porch wrapped the entire house, but I wanted the swing in that tree.

It would provide shade in the summer, the breeze would smell like crisp leaves in the fall, and in the winter, I could move the swing to the porch if we wanted, but that tree was meant for a swinging bench that could hold us both.

Anna hadn’t seen it yet, didn’t know I’d been working on it for the last two weeks. In fact, I took more time obsessing over that bench than I did picking out the ring that I would give her while we sat on it later that day.

No, the ring was easy. I’d picked that out two months after she told me she loved me at Kat and Dylan’s party. Earlier that day, I stopped by to visit her mom and ask for her blessing.

She’d teared up in the kitchen, not bothering to wipe her face.

Not the reaction I’d expected. “Are … are you okay?”

She nodded, reached over to grab my hand. “Yes. It’s just moments like this where I miss my husband so much it hurts. I wish he was here. I wish he could see the kind of man that loves our daughter. Could see how happy you’ve made her.

I took a deep breath and gave her a moment to compose herself. “I wish I could’ve gotten to know him better. It would have been an honor to ask him this, too.”

For a moment, she stared at me, then she smiled through her tears. “Of course, you have my blessing, Tristan.”

“Thank you,” I said on a heavy exhale. She laughed at my obvious relief. Then I held up a hand. “I’m not sure when I’m going to propose just yet. It’s … it’s soon. But I know.”

Her smile was small, enigmatic. “Your secret is safe with me.”

And all these months, she’d kept her word. When Anna and I decided we wanted to live together, but in a house that was ours, brand new to both of us. She kept her word when Millie offered us the opportunity to purchase five acres on the far edge of her property in Boulder. And she kept her word during the whole construction process, which went awfully quickly when your uncle put it as the number one priority of the entire company.

We spent our nights and weekends pitching in, using our own bare hands to build the place where our future would unfold.

Anna never pressured me for an engagement, or even press as to when I thought we’d get married, maybe because the piece of paper wasn’t something either of us needed in order to build that future.

The subject of kids came up often, and we’d never done anything to prevent it. There were two rooms that we knew would be used as nurseries in our home, down the hallway from our master suite.

Someday, I’d swing them on this bench too, I thought as I tightened the second eye hook into the tree branch. As I folded the black nylon rope twice over and threaded them into the climbing carabiners attached to the hooks, I wondered what those kids might look like. What Anna would look like pregnant.

A grin spread over my face, satisfaction roared through my chest, because given how much practice we’d had, her getting pregnant couldn’t be too far down the road.

Yanking on the ropes one more time to test their weight, I nodded when I stepped back and carefully pulled the blanket off the bench. It was considered a bed swing, even though I wouldn’t be covering it with a cushion. The oak backrest arched up into a sharp peak, and I’d carved a design snaking through it that I knew she’d like.

The arms were sturdy, and when Michael and I tested how much weight it could hold at the shop, I knew this was a piece that would withstand the passage of time with me and Anna, no matter how our family grew with us.

For the past six months, we’d used the swing that Anna bought me for Christmas, and it fit us both comfortably, but I wanted something new for this place. Something that was only ours.

I glanced at my watch. Our housewarming party was due to start in about an hour, but Michael promised he’d come early so he could help me lift and hang it.

Brooke and the twins were going to distract Anna while we did, and then she’d send Anna out when Michael sent her a text.

They were the only ones who knew what I planned to do tonight. Everyone else would hear once they arrived.

“Oh my goodness,” Anna exclaimed from behind me, and I hung my head. “Tristan, where did that come from?”

Or maybe it wouldn’t happen that way at all since she got home from the store earlier than I expected her.

I turned and held out my arms. “Surprise.”

She clasped her hands to her chest and stared at the bench, still sitting uselessly on the grass.

“It’s beautiful,” she breathed. Her arms slipped around my waist, and I wrapped my arm over her shoulders, then kissed the top of her head.

“You like it?”

Anna laughed. “Umm, yes. Am I not supposed to be seeing this yet?”

“Nope.”

She buried her head in my chest with a groan. “I’m so sorry. I ended up going to a different store that was closer. I wanted to get that non-alcoholic sparkling cider for Rory, since she can’t drink. Pregnant women are very picky, you know.”

When she looked up at me, my heart turned over behind my ribs. I’d never get used to how beautiful she was, or the fact that she was mine.

“It’s okay,” I said, and leaned down for a kiss.

Her face lit up with a smile. “We can still sit in it, right?”

“On the ground?

“On the ground.”

I cupped the side of her face and kissed her deeply. “If I can’t stand back up, it’s your fault.”

Anna laughed. “Fair enough, old man. But I have a feeling you’ll be just fine.” With a happy sigh, she slid from my arms and settled herself in the swing, her legs dangling forward onto the grass. When she looked up at me, she gave me a sly smile. “Besides, I think your hips are working adequately. You did that thing this morning in the bathtub and didn’t seem to have any mobility issues.”

“Is that so?” I murmured. “You almost blacked out, they were working so adequately.”

Yes, we’d discovered that the edge of our sunken tub was perfect for Anna to hold onto when I kneeled behind her. Adequately, my ass.

Anna’s grin was unrepentant. I laughed as I took a seat next to her. My arm came around her and she snuggled easily into my side.

“This is perfect,” she whispered. “Thank you for making it for us.”

I took a moment and closed my eyes, committed the moment to memory. The way she smelled—lemongrass and grapefruit from her shampoo. The sound of the breeze through the leaves above us. The warm sun against my face.

When I opened my eyes, the green of the grass was vibrant and green, the sun so bright that I squinted. And in the distance was our home. The welcoming front porch with massive timber beams holding it up. Crisp white siding against dark gray plantation shutters, the bright red door that Anna and I argued over for a ridiculous amount of time.

And in my arms, the comforting weight of her.

“I love you,” I said quietly.

Anna lifted her chin to look at me and smiled sweetly. “I love you too.”

On a deep sigh, I said, “This isn’t happening the way I practiced.”

“What’s not?”

Without speaking, I pulled away so I could slide out of the swing. Her arm dropped without me to hold it up, and she watched me with a furrowed brow as I moved in front of her, propped on one knee.

My hand dug into my pocket until I found the ring: a princess cut vintage diamond ring.

Anna’s dark eyes widened in comprehension before I held it up, before I opened my mouth to speak.

“Oh, Tristan,” she said on a shocked whisper. Tears shone glossy in her eyes, and she covered her mouth with one shaking hand.

I held up the ring as the first fat tear slid down her cheek.

“Marry me,” I said, my voice rough with my own overwhelming emotion. Another tear fell and she sniffed. “Be my wife. Let me love you—just like this—for the rest of our lives.”

She laughed and launched herself into my arms. I wrapped her up tightly, breathed her in as she chanted, “Yes, yes, yes, a million times, yes.”

We kissed, through her tears and one of my own. She swept it away with her lips, planting kisses all over my face as I pushed the hair back from her face.

Her hand was trembling as I slid the ring onto the fourth finger of her left hand and then pressed a reverent kiss to the knuckle below it.

With her in my lap, we sat in the grass and kissed, the sun warming us from the bright blue sky overhead. Peace. All I felt was peace.

Her eyes were dry when she pulled back to smile at me. “Maybe it’s not how you meant for it to happen, but I think it was perfect.”

I smiled back at her, and she traced her thumb along the side of my mouth.

“I think it was perfect, too.”

She buried herself against me, and my arms tightened around her.

Nothing that had led to this moment with her was the way I would’ve planned it, but it happened precisely the way it was supposed to.

As long as it ended with her by my side, then Anna was right, it was perfect.
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Check out the rest of the Bachelors of the Ridge. They’re each standalone reads and FREE in Kindle Unlimited.

See where it all began with Dylan. Grab your copy HERE.

Then don’t forget to read Garrett, Cole, and Michael’s love story too!


Author’s Note



If you’ve made it to Tristan and Anna’s story, then likely you’ve been with this group of friends since the beginning. I can’t find the right words to convey how much that means to me. There are countless books that you can read, and I don’t take it for granted that you’ve chosen to read mine.

Saying goodbye to the Bachelors on the Ridge is bittersweet for me, and maybe to my readers, it feels the same way.

I shed many tears writing this series, but nothing can compare with the number of tears that came with finishing Tristan. I am genuinely sad to say goodbye to him and Anna, and to this group of friends. But as sad as I am to say goodbye, I feel a profound sense of relief that all of them have found happily-ever-after.

To a lot of people, that would sound crazy, but if you’re an author, or a hard-core reader, I know you’ll completely understand. I needed Anna to fall in love with Tristan the way he’s always been in love with her. And now that she has, I can breathe a little bit easier.

I hope you love them even a fraction as much as I do. If you do, then I’ve done my job.

Here’s to the next adventure.
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Tristan & Anna’s Wedding


A Bachelors of the Ridge short story



Previously published in the Cocky Anthology


One

Anna




The night before

Maybe most brides would have a hard time sleeping the night before their wedding, but not me. From the moment I crawled under the soft sheets in our big bed, the one that Tristan and I had shared for the last eleven months, my eyes drifted shut, and I fell instantly into the kind of slumber reserved for people truly at peace with their life.

Before I went to bed, Tristan had told me he’d be right behind me, even though I knew he wouldn’t stay the night.

My future husband was a stickler for tradition. No surprises there.

Which is why it didn’t surprise me when I was pulled from my deep, contended, at-peace-with-my-life slumber by the feel of his large hand coasting up my back, sweeping across my spine. My lungs filled slowly with a deep breath and I stretched on a happy sigh.

“What time is it?” I mumbled as I tried to pry my eyes open.

“Just after eleven,” he whispered against the top of my head as he curled himself around me.

All around me was the smell of him, the sweet protective cage off his big body. Something I’d never tire of, something that never failed to warm me completely.

“I didn’t mean to wake you,” he said.

“Liar.” I turned so that I could face him, and in the stretch of bright moonlight coming through the window of our bedroom, I could see the tiny smile on his face. I cupped the side of his cheek, felt the soft bristle of beard that he’d been growing for the last couple months. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

Tristan took a deep breath, his deeply brown, bottomless eyes searching my face in the dark. “Nothing that doesn’t go through my head every time I look at you.”

I couldn’t stop my smile. Happiness like this didn’t seem sustainable, but in the last year, he’d proven me so, so wrong—my big, quiet man.

“Tell me.”

He leaned forward to place a soft kiss on my waiting lips, slid his tongue against mine before pulling back. His massive arm wrapped around my back so that I was flush against his chest, which happened to be my favorite place in the entire world.

“Don’t you want to wait until my vows tomorrow?”

“No chance you’d tell me those tonight, huh?” I asked uselessly. For a solid month, I’d seen him scribbling in his notebook, erasing and starting over with a thoughtful look on his face. Every time I asked him if he needed help, he’d just give me a steady look with barely curved lips as he shook his head.

“What do you think?” he answered.

I huffed into the bare skin over his heart, but I softened my faux annoyance by dropping a kiss over the steadily pounding rhythm. If I thought too hard, too long about him, the kind of man he was, the way he loved me, I’d burst into tears.

Some days, it felt like too much, like I’d been slipped into some dream that I’d never be able to reconcile as reality.

My eyes pricked hotly, and I buried my nose against his chest.

“What are you thinking in that head of yours?” he asked. His hand moved up and down in a steady, never-faltering pattern and I relaxed even further. When I didn’t answer, he hooked his hand over my shoulder and tugged me onto my back, so he could see my face. “Are you stressed about tomorrow?”

I shook my head and ran my hand over his forearm, up over the rounded curve of his shoulder. “No. Rory, Brooke, and Julia pretty much took care of everything. Did you see the tree?”

He nodded. “Looks good.”

“Good? It looks like a fairy tale.”

Backyard weddings—especially in the backyard of the bride and groom—weren’t for the faint of heart. There was no escaping something to be done, something to be set up, last minute details to be taken care of. But between my friends, my sister-in-law, and my mother, who’d taken up wedding planning with the precision of a five-star general, there was very little for me to worry about.

Tristan’s hand coasted around my waist in a slow track, and my skin began to hum in response. Maybe I should’ve been sleeping, maybe he should’ve been too, but it was impossible for him to touch me without this happening. Without the slow, inevitable build, the buzz in my blood that made me want to purr happily.

But his hand stopped over my stomach and stayed there. Fingers spread wide over my skin, only slightly rounded. I laid mine over the top of his and tangled our fingers together.

“Feel anything yet?” he asked in a hushed whisper, like he was afraid to wake eleven-week-old baby Whitfield.

I smiled. He asked me this at least three times a day, from the moment we saw the positive pregnancy test.

“Not yet.”

“I still think it’s a boy.”

My smile grew and I shifted to face him. This was the other thing he said at least three times a day. “That’s because having a girl terrifies you.”

He pressed his palm even further into my skin, like he could pick up sound waves from the baby, feel it’s tiny heartbeat, learn something new that all our books, all the websites we’d read couldn’t tell him. “Of course, it terrifies me,” he said grumpily. “She’ll look like you, and then I’ll have another Anna in the world to yank my heart out of my chest. How could I ever let her out of my sight?”

I laughed, only stopping when he kissed me again. I wound my arms around his neck and hitched my thigh up around his waist to deepen it. Tomorrow, he’d be my husband.

My husband.

Into his thick, long hair, which was unbound, I dug my fingers and held onto the curve of his head. Ever since we found out I was pregnant, Tristan had treated me so gently, so carefully. Tonight, that wasn’t what I wanted. I knew tomorrow night, when we crawled back in bed as Mr. and Mrs. Whitfield, I’d be exhausted to my core from dancing and laughing and being with all the people who loved us so much, who were so happy for us, but tonight, we had everything laid out before us like the sun was just starting to rise.

Tristan’s breathing picked up as he rocked his hips into mine, and a groan came from deep within his broad chest when I sucked his tongue into my mouth.

“I don’t want you to hold back tonight,” I whispered against his lips. “Make love to me, Tristan, and tomorrow when I walk down that aisle to you, you’ll know that I can still feel where you were on my body.”

“God, Anna,” he said gruffly, rolling us so he was fully stretched out on top of me. He propped his full weight on his forearms, which caged around my head. So large that he blotted out the light of the moon, Tristan stared down at me like he couldn’t believe that I was there. Like he couldn’t believe that I was his, or that he was mine.

I wiggled my hips under him and he grinned widely when he got the hint.

Clothes. Off. Now.

He kneeled between my split legs and used his big hands to ease my sleep shorts down my legs, followed by the sensible cotton underwear. Tomorrow night would be for lace and silk, tonight was still the reality before the rest of our lives began.

Careful of my sensitive breasts, already fuller than they’d ever been, he dipped his head and licked a wide circle around my flesh.

“You taste so good,” he whispered.

I was already aching, shaking, trembling with need, and he’d barely touched me. Barely done anything.

Pregnancy was the best thing ever.

Tristan’s hand wound through my hair and tangled through the strands. “Will this be down for me tomorrow?” he asked gruffly. “I love seeing it down your back. Love seeing it and knowing that I get to be the one to mess it up later.”

“Yes,” I moaned, biting the side of his neck where I could feel the thrum of his pulse.

Tristan pushed off his boxer briefs and slid back in place on top of me, and my hands ran greedily over the ribbons of muscle under his hot skin as he moved. “Will you be my wife tomorrow?”

“Yes. Yes.”

He lined up and paused there, staring into my eyes as I shifted restlessly. “Forever. This is forever, Anna.”

Then he thrust, hard.

I cried out and held on.

It felt so good. He was so deep. He was everywhere. How I’d ever lived without him in my life felt impossible to conceive, unreasonable now that I knew what it was like.

To be loved so fully.

To be cherished beyond reason.

To be respected for every tiny thing that made up who I was.

“Tristan,” I moaned as he moved faster, held my tighter, hands dug into my skin.

“You are everything,” he rasped. “Everything.”

Sweat gathered at my temples, and along his spine under my fingers as he pressed his forehead tight to mine.

“I love you,” I said against his lips, and he captured the words with his mouth on mine, moving with a ferocity that took my breath away. The kiss was sloppy and endless, until I cried out his name, and he yelled mine into the darkness of our room.

I wrapped my arms tight around him as he tried to catch his breath, his head buried against my neck.

“You don’t have to leave tonight,” I told him in between pants.

Tristan lifted his head. “It’s tradition. I can’t see the bride the day of the wedding.” He glanced at the clock. “Which means I need to be out of here in about fifteen minutes.”

I pouted, which made him laugh under his breath.

“But,” I pleaded, nuzzling my nose against his, “we can break a little tradition like this one. No one will know.”

I didn’t want to say it out loud, because I knew it bugged him when I did, but this wasn’t my first wedding. I’d done the big ball gown with the perfect bouquet of roses, walked down the aisle to a man I knew I shouldn’t have married. Following an arbitrary tradition seemed … well … arbitrary.

To him, and to me, the fact that this was my second marriage, and my second wedding, wasn’t something we dwelled on. A casual, backyard wedding would have suited us just fine even if it was my first. Getting married under the tree where he asked me to marry him was exactly what I would have chosen, no matter how many times I’d done this, no matter if I’d never done it before.

Tristan exhaled heavily and rolled to his side so he could see my face. His hand swept away the mess of hair covering my face. There was such tenderness in the gesture that I felt a lump grow larger and larger in my throat.

“I’ll know,” he said after a while. His voice was so low and steady, and I knew there was no budging him. It was one of the things I loved most about Tristan. It was why he loved me for so long, even though there’d been very little hope. Because he just knew. He knew that I was it for him, even if it took six years for me to see the same thing. Be able to do anything about it. Be free to be with him. “And when you walk down that aisle toward me, my Anna, I’ll see you in that beautiful dress that I’ve never seen and feel so damn lucky that I’m the man you’re walking toward. There have been a thousand moments that I’ve waited for. All the experiences I wanted to have with you, and we’ve had almost all of them by now. But this one,” his hand slid over the tiny, undetectable bump under my skin, “and watching you hold our child for the first time, are the next on my list that I’m most looking forward to. I want to give that moment the respect it deserves.”

Well, damn it.

I sniffled, and he wiped away the single tear that fell in an awkward trail down the edge of my nose.

“Okay,” I said in a watery voice.

“Okay.”

“Are you leaving now?”

He nodded, dropped a kiss on my lips. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

The overwhelming reality that was him and me crested in a staggering wave. It was something I’d never get used to. Never wanted to get used to. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” He kissed my forehead, gently touched my stomach before leaning down to kiss that too, and then he was gone.

In the silence after his departure, I waited for the sound of the guest room door to close, and I knew he’d be out of the house before dawn. Curling into a ball, I inhaled his scent off the sheets and sighed happily.

The room was lit by the bright, full moon, and I stared at the pristine white bag hanging from the hook on the bathroom door. Inside of it was my dress—flawless, uninterrupted ivory fabric with tiny straps and a simple design that banded around my waist, cut low over my modest chest, even lower down my back.

The skirt was flowy and full, perfect for a spring backyard wedding. Also, perfect to accommodate a slightly widening waistline, a secret that Tristan and I had decided to keep to ourselves for now. Not because we didn’t want to celebrate with our families, but because there was a sweetness in having this time be just about the two of us.

Three of us, I guess.

I pulled myself out of bed to go clean up in the bathroom, and when I was done, because I couldn’t resist, I lowered the zipper on the garment bag by just a few inches, merely to remind myself that tomorrow, I’d walk down a flower-lined aisle wearing that beautiful dress, that at the end of it would be Tristan.

With a tired smile on my face, I crawled back into our big, empty bed and wished he was there to wrap me in his arms.

My hand gently rubbed my stomach and I stared down at it, still trying to reconcile that this was my life.

“Baby,” I whispered. “You and I won the lottery. Someday you’ll know that like I know it, but until you do, we’ll just love you.”

I took a moment and closed my eyes, imagined a little boy that had my eyes, Tristan’s smile, the one he showed so rarely. Imagined a girl with my black hair and his brown eyes. I didn’t care what we had, we’d already decided we wanted to be surprised. That we wouldn’t pick a name until he or she made their grand entrance.

How they looked, who they took after, and whatever they turned out to be, they’d be perfect.

And with my eyes closed, sleep came easily, because I knew what would happen after the sun broke open in the sky.


Two

Tristan




The Day Of

Up until thirty seconds ago, everything had been perfect.

Up until thirty seconds ago, I was so happy that I almost felt embarrassed. My smiles were easy, my laughter was given freely to almost anyone who approached me among those gathered in our backyard.

The sun was warm, slowly lowering in the sky for our early evening wedding, only a few puffy white clouds breaking up the sky. There was just enough of a breeze pushing through the branches of the aspen trees along the back of our property that I could hear the leaves through the happy chatter.

And the sprawling branches of the tree where Anna and I would get married looked like something out of a fairy tale, just as she’d said. White lights dripped down like strips of sunlight, were wound around the branches and the trunk so that even when the sun went down, the whole area would be lit.

It was impossible to believe that our yard had been transformed into something so magical.

Then again, it was also impossible to believe that my brother Michael just walked up to me with a chicken under his arm and a nervous look on his face.

“Why are you carrying Petunia?” I asked.

“She has a name?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Of course, she has a name. They all do. Anna likes to talk to them when she pulls the eggs out.”

He swallowed. “Just hear me out.”

My eyebrows lifted slowly.

Behind him, my three-year-old niece Piper poked her head out and gave me a wide-eyed look that roughly translated to uh-oh.

“What happened?” I asked when he didn’t speak.

“I was showing the kids the chicken coop.”

“Okay.”

“The rooster is big,” Piper said in a dramatic whisper.

I made sure I was smiling when I looked down at her. “He is, kiddo. His name is Wentworth.”

She blinked.

Michael cleared his throat, not interested in the Jane Austen hero that Anna named our rooster after.

“So, uhh, Wentworth or whatever the hell his name is, came charging at me and I got a little freaked out.” He licked his lips and shifted Petunia under his arm. Her brown speckled feathers looked out of place against the navy blue of Michael’s suit, which matched mine. He was the only person standing up for me, and Rory, Anna’s sister-in-law would be the only person standing up for her. Or maybe I’d have an empty spot next to me depending on what was about to come out of his mouth next.

“And…” I said slowly.

He sucked in a quick breath. “And I thought he was going to like, eat my children or something, so I picked them up because they were screaming and scaring the chickens and that damn rooster was flapping his wings and I wasn’t really paying attention, and Piper got her foot stuck in my jacket pocket.”

I narrowed my eyes. Piper blinked again.

“I sorry, Uncle Tristan,” she whispered.

Michael’s eyes pinched shut. “It’s not your fault, sweet pea. It’s daddy’s fault.”

She nodded solemnly and then ducked behind his legs again. Petunia clucked unhappily.

“What happened?”

“Petunia ate Anna’s ring,” he blurted.

“What?” I yelled.

He cringed. Then I cringed, because a couple guests looked over at us. Slowly, I inhaled, imagining the pristine gold circle that we’d picked to curve around her vintage engagement ring.

I pointed at the chicken. “That chicken ate her ring.”

“Yes,” he said quietly.

“Michael,” I warned. I didn’t even know what I was warning him about, but it felt like something I needed to do.

His face was turning a sickly shade of green.

“I … I think it got caught on the edge of Piper’s shoe, and when I pulled it out of my pocket, it fell on the ground. I didn’t notice the ring was down there until Petunia got this crazy look in her beady little eyes. What kind of chicken eats jewelry? You got some psycho birds here, brother. Rooster attacking my children, a ring-eating chicken,” he muttered. “Why couldn’t you guys just get a dog like normal people?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. In about fifteen minutes, the guests would take their seats, and I’d take my place next to the minister underneath the tree, where I’d wait for the love of my life to walk to me.

And her ring was inside Petunia the chicken.

“Why is Michael holding a chicken?” my friend—and soon to be brother-in-law—Garrett asked as he walked up to us. Behind him were our friends Cole and Dylan.

I gestured at my brother. “Please, Michael, feel free to explain.”

In tandem, all three guys turned to Michael, who got even greener. Piper stuck her head out again.

“The chicken eated the ring,” she cried with a big smile on her face.

Dylan’s mouth popped open. Cole tipped his head back and muttered something under his breath. Garrett’s head swung between me, Michael and the chicken.

He pointed. “It’s in there? My sister’s wedding ring is in there?”

I nodded slowly.

“In the chicken?” he clarified.

Michael squared his shoulders. “Tell Tristan to keep his stupid rooster under control and maybe this wouldn’t have happened.”

Garrett burst out laughing. Dylan fought a smile. Michael looked like he was going to pass out, but probably because I was giving him a glare so potent that his balls probably shriveled up. Cole put a consoling hand on my shoulder.

He took charge. “Okay, this is what we’re going to do. Michael, go put the chicken in the smaller coop by herself. That way when she shits, you get to be the lucky guy to sift through it. Tristan, you go take a walk for a couple minutes and get your head right again. Garrett,” he pointed, “shut up, this isn’t helping.”

Garrett held up his hands but did as Cole said. Michael gave me one last apologetic look over his shoulder before heading back to the chicken coops I’d built a few months ago when Anna said she thought she might like to have some.

Oh, how I regretted that now.

Dylan slugged me on the shoulder. “It’ll be fine, don’t worry.”

I nodded. “Thanks.”

“Good luck.” He went to find his seat next to his wife Kat, who was waiting with a happy smile on her face. She waved at me, and I lifted a hand in return.

Garrett gave me a back-thumping hug. “Sorry I laughed.”

“I expect nothing less from you,” I told him with utmost sincerity.

He grinned and wandered toward the lines of chairs facing the tree.

Cole gave me a serious look. “You okay?”

I took a deep breath and nodded. “I will be. I know it’s just a piece of jewelry. It’s replaceable, but…” I shrugged helplessly. “I wanted everything to be perfect.”

“No reason it still can’t be,” he said. He looked around at the yard full of people who loved me and Anna, who wanted nothing but happiness for us. “This looks like as perfect a day as I can imagine for you two. Ring or no ring.”

He nodded and walked away, leaving me alone for what seemed like the first time all day. Making sure I had time, I glanced at my watch before I walked beyond the chairs and past the tree so I could take a couple minutes to just breathe.

This wasn’t what I wanted to be thinking about less than ten minutes before I needed to take my spot.

I wanted to be thinking about Anna.

I wanted to be thinking about what she’d look like.

I wanted to be thinking about the sheer enormity of the fact that tonight, when I pulled her into my arms, she’d be my wife.

My wife.

The woman I’d loved for so long, so impossibly, hopelessly long, was going to be my wife. And I was going to be her husband.

For some reason, it surprised me that those labels might make it feel so different. But it did. Writing my vows to her had been far more difficult than I’d ever imagined. How was I supposed to put into words what I wanted to promise Anna? How was I supposed to sum it up into a few lines, said out loud in front of a hundred people, when she was the only one who needed to hear them?

If I could’ve gotten away with two lines, I knew what I’d say.

Whatever may come, Anna, I will be there. That is my vow to you.

But that wasn’t enough. It felt like I’d never be able to articulate my love for her properly. She often said the same thing to me. We were so equally yoked in how we felt.

I leaned back against the tree and took a deep breath, practicing the words in my head for the thousandth time.

Nothing in my life is clearer than you.

You are my vow. My love for you will never wane, will never waver, will never dim.

Every moment that I draw breath, I will support you, respect you, fight for you and for the things that matter to us.

Whatever may come, Anna, I will be there. It’s a promise that I’ll never break, will never go back on, will never regret.

I love you, and I choose you, today and every day.

The ring didn’t matter.

I took a long breath and knew that she’d feel the same way.

Carefully, I leaned down and plucked three of the longest strands of grass I could find. My fingers were steady as I wound them together in a tight braid and wrapped the edges in an impossibly tight knot.

The minister poked his head around the edge of the tree and gave me a kind smile. “Are you ready?”

My chest expanded on a deep, steadying inhale and I nodded. I followed him around the tree and carefully tucked the grass ring into the pocket of my navy suit, then straightened the burgundy tie that Anna had chosen.

Feeling far more centered, I gave Michael a rueful smile and he returned it as he joined me.

From beyond the line of chairs filled with smiling people, I saw Rory start her slow walk down the aisle. She grinned at me, then winked at Garrett where he was sitting next to his and Anna’s mother, Kathleen, in the front row.

Kathleen was already dabbing at her eyes.

My heart was seconds away from exploding in my chest from the complete, mind-numbing torture of waiting to see her. I had to force myself to breathe evenly, and my fingers started tingling when the minister motioned for the guests to rise from their seats.

This is it, this is it, this is it, I chanted silently.

My head lifted and there she was.

Any air I’d had filling my lungs was gone. Poof.

She’d taken it.

Her lips spread into a wide smile and my vision blurred instantly, the press of tears hot and insistent, but I breathed slowly as she started in my direction.

She was holding flowers and wearing a dress in ivory, something I’d pay attention to later, but all I could see was her face.

Her perfect, smiling face, tears spilling unchecked down her cheeks.

I sniffed as one of my own fell.

Her hair was down, and my heart was hers, and the moment was perfect.

No, the ring didn’t matter.

What mattered was that I was about to marry the love of my life, that I’d fall asleep that night with my wife in my arms, our child safe inside of her as it grew.

Anna stopped to hug and kiss her mom, who was weeping audibly. It registered finally that about half the guests were already crying, every single one of our friends were unabashedly wiping tears from their cheeks. We’d all found our happiness, found love, and as Anna straightened to complete her final steps to me, we came full circle.

She took her place in front of me, mouthing, I love you.

I love you too, I mouthed back.

“Dearly beloved,” the minister started, and with those two words, our forever began.


Other books by Karla Sorensen



Washington Wolves

The Bombshell Effect (Luke and Allie’s story)

The Ex Effect (Matthew and Ava’s story)

The Marriage Effect (Logan and Paige’s story)

The Ward Family Series

Focused

Faked

Floored

Published through Smartypants Romance

Baking Me Crazy 

Batter of Wits

Steal my Magnolia (available February 9, 2021) 

The Three Little Words Series

By Your Side

Light Me Up

Tell Them Lies

The Bachelors of the Ridge Series

Dylan

Garrett

Cole

Michael

Tristan

Stay up to date on Karla’s upcoming releases!

Subscribe to her newsletter

For exclusive teasers, content and giveaways, join Karla’s Facebook reader group,

The Sorensen Sorority


About the Author




Karla Sorensen has been an avid reader her entire life, preferring stories with a happily-ever-after over just about any other kind. And considering she has an entire line item in her budget for books, she realized it might just be cheaper to write her own stories. She still keeps her toes in the world of health care marketing, where she made her living pre-babies. Now she stays home, writing and mommy-ing full time (this translates to almost every day being a ‘pajama day’ at the Sorensen household…don’t judge). She lives in West Michigan with her husband, two exceptionally adorable sons, and big, shaggy rescue dog.

Find Karla online:

karlasorensen.com

ksorensenbooks@gmail.com

[image: Author Photo]



[image: Facebook icon] [image: Instagram icon] [image: Amazon icon] [image: BookBub icon]

OEBPS/cover.jpg
i
Ly

IICHAEL TANS TN

KARLA SORENSEN

KARLA SORENSEN






OEBPS/image_rsrcEWX.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEWT.jpg
a
BACHELORS
OF THE RIDGE

KARLA SORENSEN






OEBPS/image_rsrcEX5.jpg






OEBPS/image_rsrcEX1.jpg
a
BACHELORS
OF THE RIDGE

ll()\'L‘l

''a W y%
/ f o

o B
KARLA SORENSEN






OEBPS/image_rsrcEWU.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEWY.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEX4.jpg
a
BACHELORS
OF THE RIDGE

novel

TRISTAN

KARLA SORENSEN





OEBPS/nav.xhtml

Table of contents

		Title Page

		Copyright

		Contents

		Dylan		Copyright

		Dedication

		1. Dylan

		2. Dylan

		3. Dylan

		4. Dylan

		5. Kat

		6. Kat

		7. Dylan

		8. Kat

		9. Dylan

		10. Kat

		11. Dylan

		12. Dylan

		13. Kat

		14. Dylan

		15. Dylan

		16. Kat

		17. Dylan

		18. Kat

		19. Dylan

		20. Kat

		21. Kat

		22. Dylan

		23. Kat

		24. Dylan

		25. Kat

		26. Dylan

		27. Kat

		28. Kat

		29. Dylan

		Epilogue

		Acknowledgments

		Other books by Karla Sorensen

		About the Author





		Garrett		Copyright

		Dedication

		1. Garrett

		2. Aurora

		3. Garrett

		4. Aurora

		5. Garrett

		6. Aurora

		7. Garrett

		8. Aurora

		9. Garrett

		10. Aurora

		11. Garrett

		12. Aurora

		13. Aurora

		14. Garrett

		15. Aurora

		16. Garrett

		17. Aurora

		18. Garrett

		19. Aurora

		20. Garrett

		21. Aurora

		22. Garrett

		23. Aurora

		24. Garrett

		25. Aurora

		26. Garrett

		27. Aurora

		28. Garrett

		29. Aurora

		30. Aurora

		31. Garrett

		32. Garrett

		33. Aurora

		Epilogue

		Acknowledgments

		Other books by Karla Sorensen

		About the Author





		Cole		Copyright

		Dedication

		Epigraph

		1. Cole

		2. Julia

		3. Julia

		4. Cole

		5. Cole

		6. Julia

		7. Cole

		8. Julia

		9. Cole

		10. Julia

		11. Cole

		12. Cole

		13. Julia

		14. Julia

		15. Cole

		16. Julia

		17. Cole

		18. Julia

		19. Julia

		20. Cole

		21. Julia

		22. Julia

		23. Cole

		24. Julia

		Epilogue

		Acknowledgments

		Other books by Karla Sorensen

		About the Author





		Michael		Copyright

		Dedication

		1. Michael

		2. Brooke

		3. Michael

		4. Brooke

		5. Michael

		6. Brooke

		7. Brooke

		8. Michael

		9. Brooke

		10. Michael

		11. Brooke

		12. Michael

		13. Brooke

		14. Michael

		15. Brooke

		16. Michael

		17. Brooke

		18. Michael

		19. Michael

		20. Brooke

		21. Michael

		22. Brooke

		23. Michael

		Epilogue

		Acknowledgments

		Other books by Karla Sorensen

		About the Author





		Tristan		Copyright

		Dedication

		Epigraph

		Chapter 1

		Chapter 2

		Chapter 3

		Chapter 4

		Chapter 5

		Chapter 6

		Chapter 7

		Chapter 8

		Chapter 9

		Chapter 10

		Chapter 11

		Chapter 12

		Chapter 13

		Chapter 14

		Chapter 15

		Chapter 16

		Chapter 17

		Chapter 18

		Chapter 19

		Chapter 20

		Chapter 21

		Chapter 22

		Chapter 23

		Chapter 24

		Chapter 25

		Chapter 26

		Chapter 27

		Chapter 28

		Chapter 29

		Chapter 30

		Chapter 31

		Chapter 32

		Chapter 33

		Epilogue

		Author’s Note

		Acknowledgments

		Other books by Karla Sorensen

		About the Author





		Tristan & Anna’s Wedding		1. Anna

		2. Tristan





		Other books by Karla Sorensen

		About the Author




Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192

		193

		194

		195

		196

		197

		198

		199

		200

		201

		202

		203

		204

		205

		206

		207

		208

		209

		210

		211

		212

		213

		214

		215

		216

		217

		218

		219

		220

		221

		222

		223

		224

		225

		226

		227

		228

		229

		230

		231

		232

		233

		234

		235

		236

		237

		238

		239

		240

		241

		242

		243

		244

		245

		246

		247

		248

		249

		250

		251

		252

		253

		254

		255

		256

		257

		258

		259

		260

		261

		262

		263

		264

		265

		266

		267

		268

		269

		270

		271

		272

		273

		274

		275

		276

		277

		278

		279

		280

		281

		282

		283

		284

		285

		286

		287

		288

		289

		290

		291

		292

		293

		294

		295

		296

		297

		298

		299

		300

		301

		302

		303

		304

		305

		306

		307

		308

		309

		310

		311

		312

		313

		314

		315

		316

		317

		318

		319

		320

		321

		322

		323

		324

		325

		326

		327

		328

		329

		330

		331

		332

		333

		334

		335

		336

		337

		338

		339

		340

		341

		342

		343

		344

		345

		346

		347

		348

		349

		350

		351

		352

		353

		354

		355

		356

		357

		358

		359

		360

		361

		362

		363

		364

		365

		366

		367

		368

		369

		370

		371

		372

		373

		374

		375

		376

		377

		378

		379

		380

		381

		382

		383

		384

		385

		386

		387

		388

		389

		390

		391

		392

		393

		394

		395

		396

		397

		398

		399

		400

		401

		402

		403

		404

		405

		406

		407

		408

		409

		410

		411

		412

		413

		414

		415

		416

		417

		418

		419

		420

		421

		422

		423

		424

		425

		426

		427

		428

		429

		430

		431

		432

		433

		434

		435

		436

		437

		438

		439

		440

		441

		442

		443

		444

		445

		446

		447

		448

		449

		450

		451

		452

		453

		454

		455

		456

		457

		458

		459

		460

		461

		462

		463

		464

		465

		466

		467

		468

		469

		470

		471

		472

		473

		474

		475

		476

		477

		478

		479

		480

		481

		482

		483

		484

		485

		486

		487

		488

		489

		490

		491

		492

		493

		494

		495

		496

		497

		498

		499

		500

		501

		502

		503

		504

		505

		506

		507

		508

		509

		510

		511

		512

		513

		514

		515

		516

		517

		518

		519

		520

		521

		522

		523

		524

		525

		526

		527

		528

		529

		530

		531

		532

		533

		534

		535

		536

		537

		538

		539

		540

		541

		542

		543

		544

		545

		546

		547

		548

		549

		550

		551

		552

		553

		554

		555

		556

		557

		558

		559

		560

		561

		562

		563

		564

		565

		566

		567

		568

		569

		570

		571

		572

		573

		574

		575

		576

		577

		578

		579

		580

		581

		582

		583

		584

		585

		586

		587

		588

		589

		590

		591

		592

		593

		594

		595

		596

		597

		598

		599

		600

		601

		602

		603

		604

		605

		606

		607

		608

		609

		610

		611

		612

		613

		614

		615

		616

		617

		618

		619

		620

		621

		622

		623

		624

		625

		626

		627

		628

		629

		630

		631

		632

		633

		634

		635

		636

		637

		638

		639

		640

		641

		642

		643

		644

		645

		646

		647

		648

		649

		650

		651

		652

		653

		654

		655

		656

		657

		658

		659

		660

		661

		662

		663

		664

		665

		666

		667

		668

		669

		670

		671

		672

		673

		674

		675

		676

		677

		678

		679

		680

		681

		682

		683

		684

		685

		686

		687

		688

		689

		690

		691

		692

		693

		694

		695

		696

		697

		698

		699

		700

		701

		702

		703

		704

		705

		706

		707

		708

		709

		710

		711

		712

		713

		714

		715

		716

		717

		718

		719

		720

		721

		722

		723

		724

		725

		726

		727

		728

		729

		730

		731

		732

		733

		734

		735

		736

		737

		738

		739

		740

		741

		742

		743

		744

		745

		746

		747

		748

		749

		750

		751

		752

		753

		754

		755

		756

		757

		758

		759

		760

		761

		762

		763

		764

		765

		766

		767

		768

		769

		770

		771

		772

		773

		774

		775

		776

		777

		778

		779

		780

		781

		782

		783

		784

		785

		786

		787

		788

		789

		790

		791

		792

		793

		794

		795

		796

		797

		798

		799

		800

		801

		802

		803

		804

		805

		806

		807

		808

		809

		810

		811

		812

		813

		814

		815

		816

		817

		818

		819

		820

		821

		822

		823

		824

		825

		826

		827

		828

		829

		830

		831

		832

		833

		834

		835

		836

		837

		838

		839

		840

		841

		842

		843

		844

		845

		846

		847

		848

		849

		850

		851

		852

		853

		854

		855

		856

		857

		858

		859

		860

		861

		862

		863

		864

		865

		866

		867

		868

		869

		870

		871

		872

		873

		874

		875

		876

		877

		878

		879

		880

		881

		882

		883

		884

		885

		886

		887

		888

		889

		890

		891

		892

		893

		894

		895

		896

		897

		898

		899

		900

		901

		902

		903

		904

		905

		906

		907

		908

		909

		910

		911

		912

		913

		914

		915

		916

		917

		918

		919

		920

		921

		922

		923

		924

		925

		926

		927

		928

		929

		930

		931

		932

		933

		934

		935

		936

		937

		938

		939

		940

		941

		942

		943

		944

		945

		946

		947

		948

		949

		950

		951

		952

		953

		954

		955

		956

		957

		958

		959

		960

		961

		962

		963

		964

		965

		966

		967

		968

		969

		970

		971

		972

		973

		974

		975

		976

		977

		978

		979

		980

		981

		982

		983

		984

		985

		986

		987

		988

		989

		990

		991

		992

		993

		994

		995

		996

		997

		998

		999

		1000

		1001

		1002

		1003

		1004

		1005

		1006

		1007

		1008

		1009

		1010

		1011

		1012

		1013

		1014

		1015

		1016

		1017

		1018

		1019

		1020

		1021

		1022

		1023

		1024

		1025

		1026

		1027

		1028

		1029

		1030

		1031

		1032

		1033

		1034

		1035

		1036

		1037

		1038

		1039

		1040

		1041

		1042

		1043

		1044

		1045

		1046

		1047

		1048

		1049

		1050

		1051

		1052

		1053

		1054

		1055

		1056

		1057

		1058

		1059

		1060

		1061

		1062

		1063

		1064

		1065

		1066

		1067

		1068

		1069

		1070

		1071

		1072

		1073

		1074

		1075

		1076

		1077

		1078

		1079

		1080

		1081

		1082

		1083

		1084

		1085

		1086

		1087

		1088

		1089

		1090

		1091

		1092

		1093

		1094

		1095

		1096

		1097

		1098

		1099

		1100

		1101

		1102

		1103

		1104

		1105

		1106

		1107

		1108

		1109

		1110

		1111

		1112

		1113

		1114

		1115

		1116

		1117

		1118

		1119

		1120

		1121

		1122

		1123

		1124

		1125

		1126

		1127






OEBPS/image_rsrcEX0.jpg
a
BACHELORS
OF THE RIDGE

novel

KARLA SORENSEN





OEBPS/image_rsrcEWZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEX3.jpg
a
BACHELORS
OF THE RIDGE
novel

o~ . = »
- G o e
s ' [ =
- W 54
¢ - o ZENA .
Wt e il & e
S A

KARLA SORENSEN





OEBPS/image_rsrcEWW.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEX2.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrcEWV.jpg





